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The importance of Managing Up—
Maintain a good reputation and rise to the top!

As companies reorganize and reengineer, thousands of people are finding 

themselves tossed into management every day. “You may go to bed as a 

member of the team and wake up to find yourself suddenly in charge,” says 

Matuson. The key to success is managing effectively both up and down the 

line of the organization. And Suddenly in Charge provides this unique 

approach with two books in one: read it in one direction and you’ll find all 

the tips and tools you need to manage down, establishing credibility with your 

team and leading in a way that both builds rapport and garners respect. Flip 

the book over and you’ll find success strategies for managing up, interacting 

successfully with your bosses and developing strong relationships. 

In the Managing Up side of this book, you will learn how to manage 

your relationships and responsibilities as an employee, including how to 

understand the boss’s style of management; deal with dictatorial, indecisive 

or otherwise difficult bosses; promote yourself; ask for raises; and know 

when it’s time to leave a position. With key learning points, real-life 

examples and proven strategies for effective communication, Managing Up 

helps you navigate the world of office politics while staying true to yourself. 

Roberta Chinsky Matuson found herself tossed into management at age 24. 
By her own wits—and through trial and error—she succeeded and became an 
internationally recognized career expert and consultant, often appearing on television 
programs such as CBS’s The Early Show and Fox’s The O’Reilly Factor and Fox
Business News. She is frequently quoted in publications such as The New York Times, 
The Boston Globe, Inc.com and CNBC.com, and is a top-ranking blogger for Fast
Company. Roberta’s consulting firm, Human Resource Solutions (www.yourhrexperts.
com), is located in Boston.



Praise for Suddenly in Charge and 
Roberta Chinsky Matuson

“Not only a practical and effective management training tool, but a comprehensive 
corporate survival guide. Don’t face the jungles of corporate management without 
this book close at hand.”

—Andrew Ashley, Vice President, Bank of America

“Where was this book when I started managing people? Whether it is talent selec-
tion, leadership communication, performance problems, or helping your boss 
prosper, Suddenly in Charge is the quintessential guidebook for succeeding in the 
maddening—albeit fulfilling—world of management.”

—Joseph Michelli, PhD, bestselling author of The Starbucks Experience, 
The New Gold Standard, and When Fish Fly

“When I made the leap into a senior leadership position at a small software com-
pany and was ‘suddenly in charge,’ Roberta’s guidance and insight were instru-
mental in helping me identify the key strategies and approaches for resolving 
organizational and management issues.”

Â€—Rose Eastman, Senior Director, Technical Program Management and 
Â�former Vice President of Operations, Enterprise Knowledge Systems

 
“Suddenly in Charge is a must-read playbook for the new manager…. Delivered in a 
unique and creative way, Roberta Matuson equips the new manager with practical 
tools and examples that set their course for success in all directions.”

Â€—Barbara Callan-Bogia, Vice President, Organization Development & North 
American Retail Human Resources, Office DEPOT

“Being thrown into a new manager’s role can be a lot like an ice water bath—
shocking and exhilarating all at the same time!Â€Roberta Matuson takes what can 
be a daunting experience and creates a step-by-step guide for new managers. Her 
insight, practical tips, and real-life scenarios make this book a critical read for any 
new manager. Suddenly in Charge proves that you don’t have to learn everything 
the hard way!”

—Jay B. Hargis, Director of Learning and Development, Tufts Medical Center 
and adjunct professor of Human Resources, Suffolk University

“Our industry requires us to be up to speed—management-wise—at all times. With 
Roberta Matuson, I never have to worry about this. I would highly recommend this 
book to any business owner.”

—Peter Rinnig, owner, QRST’s
 



“When both time and money are scarce, Suddenly in Charge is a must-have for all 
new supervisors or managers.Â€Matuson’s experience working in the trenches is evi-
dent and the book is written in a straightforward, understandable, and authentic 
manner.Â€Oh, how I wish I had this book many years ago when I moved from an 
individual contributor role into a management position!”

—Patricia Hunt Sinacole, CEO and Founder, First Beacon Group LLC and 
Job Doc columnist for The Boston Globe

“I was incredibly fortunate to find Roberta as a mentor right out of college.Â€She com-
pletely prepared me to step in and be ‘suddenly in charge’ in subsequent positions.”

—Megan Caradonna, Customer Service and Production Manager,  
Little Sib LLC

“Roberta Matuson’s Suddenly in Charge offers compelling lessons for both employees 
and their bosses…. Comprehensive in sweep and replete with suggestions, this 
informative read is relevant for all levels.”

—David Boyd, professor, Management and Organizational Development 
Group, College of Business Administration, Northeastern University

“Have you just parachuted in for a hard landing in management? Dust yourself 
off and read Roberta Matuson’s spot-on primer for new managers. Matuson offers 
nuanced advice on how to succeed on all fronts from day one.”

—John Rossheim, Senior Contributing Writer, Monster 

“When it comes to management of people, Roberta sees through all the noise to 
the heart of the matter.”

—Mark Spitzer, President, Photonic Glass Corporation
 
“Roberta Chinsky Matuson has leveraged years of experience and her significant 
insights into generational differences to develop a primer for managers of all ages 
and levels in an organization. Her direct, no-nonsense writing style results in many 
useful take-aways in every chapter.Â€ Be sure to read both sides of the book; as she 
points out, managing up is just as important to an executive’s success as the abil-
ity to manage down!”

—Jerel Golub, President, COO, Price Chopper Supermarkets/ 
Golub Corporation

“The advice I have received from Roberta over the years regarding leadership mat-
ters has been invaluable. It will be great to now have a resource like Suddenly in 
Charge to access whenever I need it.”

—Russell Whitaker, Senior Vice President, Broadcast Pix

“Roberta’s knowledge and expertise in HR is amazing! Her advice in dealing with 
junior- and senior-level managers and executives is truly exceptional! She is a 
wonderful person who has been an extraordinary mentor.”

—Pam Hoey, HR Director, Sentient Jet
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Before we begin, let’s get one thing straight. Managing UP is not 
about brown-nosing, nor is it about becoming the boss’s favor-
ite. It’s about learning how to work within the confines of an 

organization to get what you need, while helping your boss and the 
organization meet their objectives. It’s about using influence, and act-
ing with integrity and purpose.

Managing UP is a skill that can be developed through practice. 
However, like many things in life, just when you think you’ve got it 
nailed down, the circumstances change. For example, you may have 
finally figured out how to best manage your boss right before being 
assigned a new boss. Or you may have mastered the game of office 
politics only to find that the board has been turned upside down and 
you must start again.

It’s been over twenty-five years since I began practicing this skill 
and I still refer to the books I used when I first started fine-tuning my 
craft. I hope you will do the same with this book. Read it, practice, and 
when done, place it on your bookshelf so that you can reference it when 
you most need it. Send me an e-mail at Roberta@yourhrexperts.com 
and let me know how your life has dramatically improved as a result 
of this book. Now let’s begin.

How to Navigate 
This Book

Once you’ve mastered Managing UP, FLIP THE BOOK 
OVER and begin working on the skills you will need to 
successfully Manage DOWN.



This book is dedicated to my husband, Ron, who always 
believed I had a book in me, and my children, Zachary and 
Alexis, who I hope and pray will use this book to guide them 
throughout their careers. And to my parents and siblings, 
who always encouraged me to dream big.
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Foreword

In my twenty-five-year consulting practice with about half the 
Fortune 500 firms, and in coaching executives and entrepreneurs 
globally, I’ve found a fascinating phenomenon: not enough people 

prepare for success!
They prepare for failure, disappointment, delay, and even cata-

clysm, but not necessarily for the blessings and opportunities that regu-
larly occur in life and work. Hence, my attraction to Roberta Matuson’s 
work and her distinctive approach to managing up and down. This 
book is intended to turn you topsy-turvy. How appropriate!

Volatility in the workplace is not a passing fad, temporary trend, 
or singular aspect of unpredictable economies. It is the new normal. As 
you view your career—not merely your “work” nor solely your “job”—
you must assume a 360-degree view, because at any given time you 
may be suddenly thrust into a different part of that universe. You may 
emerge groggy from the wormhole, or you can emerge primed and 
ready for new responsibilities and differing relationships.

Relationships change based on juxtaposition. Yesterday’s lunch 
buddy can be tomorrow’s trusted lieutenant or troublesome nihilist. The 
earth isn’t flat and neither is your professional or business universe. You 
will move, rotate, and revolve among others, but your alignment and 
realignment aren’t subject to immutable laws of nature, quantum phys-
ics, or “dark matter.”They are dependent upon your own preparation 
and energetic responsibility for new conditions and relationships. Unlike 
the universe, it’s not uncommon for rapidly moving organizational bod-
ies to crash and burn. Unfortunately, we all see it happen routinely.

Roberta intelligently separates her guidance into “managing 
down” and “managing up.” In doing so, she provides unique “both 
sides of the desk” perspectives in areas such as corporate politics, 
wielding influence, credibility, trust, motivation, workplace dynam-
ics, performance evaluations, and making tough calls. Her innovative 
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“double mirror” enables you to watch both the front-stage actor and 
the backstage director at work.

Warren Bennis’s seminal work, The Unconscious Conspiracy: Why 
Leaders Can’t Lead, was engendered by his own stint as leader of a 
major university, his unmet expectations, unanticipated dramas, and 
failed theories. A stronger body of work about leadership emerged from 
that crucible.

Here, Roberta uses her career in organizations and as a con-
sultant to provide the deft observations and analysis that grace her 
own contributions. She talks about her own leadership style “mari-
nating” and uses apt analogies about marriages and therapy (or is 
that redundant?). The reader can’t escape the feeling of having been 
invited behind the curtain to chat with the actors, inspect the scenery, 
appreciate the technical crew—and still watch the inevitable error or 
improvisation that takes place once the performance is underway!

Suddenly in Charge will help you rapidly adjust to the inexorable 
seismic shifts that will affect your career. Here are some points on 
which to be especially vigilant:

•	 Promotion is usually not the result of careful succession plan-
ning and lengthy preparation, but is too often traumatic and 
terrifying.

•	 The first couple of months, like the first few minutes of a speech, 
are inordinately important because they will determine how 
closely people pay attention thereafter.

•	 Commitment always trumps compliance, and engagement will 
help ensure commitment.

•	 You should hire and reward talent and behavior, because skills and 
content can always be acquired. However, it’s tough for anyone to 
acquire enthusiasm or motivation if they are not already present.

•	 Trust is the entrepôt for credibility. And you build trust in two 
directions.

•	 Demographics constitute a legitimate force of change in the work-
place, but they don’t justify some people acting as “parents” deal-
ing with “children.”

•	 Not all relationships are worth saving. But you have to be abso-
lutely clear on which are which.

The book is replete with this kind of hard-hitting, pragmatic, and 
energizing advice.
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My personal experience is that people who are propelled into lead-
ership positions, in particular, don’t sufficiently appreciate that leader-
ship is about making the toughest decisions, not about pleasing everyone 
(even themselves) nor being a “savior.” When I hear a new manager 
declare, “This can’t happen on my watch,” I know that the individual is 
both denying reality and avoiding unpleasant accountabilities.

You will read herein about why and how to make the tough calls, 
to sacrifice popularity for prudence, to avoid politics for productivity, 
to reward performance and not pessimism. The most difficult part of 
being thrust into leadership or working for a colleague now positioned 
as your leader is to retain the positive aspects of the former relationship 
while jettisoning those that are now inappropriate. Roberta is a superb 
navigator in helping you sail those stormy and uncertain seas.

In one of the chapters you’ll encounter a section called “With All 
Due Respect” (Chapter 7 in Managing Down). What I’ve found both 
in life and faithfully recorded in this work is that the assumption and 
sustaining of respect is a mutual need, not subject to hierarchy, size 
of office, or titles on a business card. Roberta deals lightly with some 
issues best tackled with that perspective, but always with a reverence 
for the individual, whether superior or subordinate. Essentially, if I were 
to distill her message into a sentence, as unfair as that is, I would tell 
you: “You can’t respect others without respecting yourself.”

Dealing with abrupt hierarchical and relational change is best 
done only if that kind of respect exists. This book helps you avoid the 
hubris of the quickly elevated and the chagrin of the seemingly forgot-
ten. It creates perspective, always relying on respect for oneself and 
others, which is rare in modern business books but so vital in modern 
organizations.

Whether you read this book from front to back or back to front, 
whether you are the new boss or the new subordinate, you’ll be better 
at what you do, and you’ll feel elevated as a result—no matter what’s 
on your business card.

Alan Weiss, PhD
Author, Million Dollar Consulting and Thrive!

President, Summit Consulting Group, Inc.
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Introduction to 
Managing Up

You may be wondering why we have chosen to begin this book 
with managing up, as many of you may still be in the midst of 
trying to figure out exactly what your new management role 

entails. This is the reason: if you do not quickly figure out how to man-
age up, you will not need to worry about how to manage down.

It may seem unnatural to manage those above you in the top-
down world of business. But mastering this skill is exactly what you 
must do to excel in any organization. You will always have “a boss,” 
even if you are currently an entrepreneur or you think you may be 
one someday. There will always be someone above you influencing 
what you do. This person may be your spouse, your partner, an out-
side investor, or may actually be your boss. It is critical to learn how to 
manage these relationships effectively, so you can secure the resources 
you need to be successful in any situation.

One of the keys to managing up is to not make it apparent that 
you are doing so. The only way to do this is to be authentic. If a sug-
gestion in this book doesn’t feel right for you, then tweak it until it 
feels like something you can wear daily. Challenge yourself to improve 
every day and before you know it, you will indeed be succeeding all 
around.

xv
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I’ve learned over the years that you have to adapt your style 
to your boss and the environment you work in. Although I’ve 
been in management for over fifteen years, I’m still learning 
how to do this every day, and I expect I will continue to do 
so until the day I retire!

Sherry Walshak
Marketing Manager

Worldwide Solutions and Industries, Hewlett Packard
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C H A P T E R  ONE

Excuse Me, Where 
Do I Find the 
Decoder Ring?
Understanding Your Boss’s 
Style of Management

How I long for the Sixties. Back in those days, you could receive a 
free decoder ring inside boxes of select breakfast cereals. I can’t 
say for sure if that ring really worked, as I wasn’t allowed to 

venture too far outside the four walls of the playroom. But for a young 
child, there was something magical about that ring. Once you put it 
on, it felt like you could decode anything. There have been many times 
in my career as a manager when I wished I had kept that ring. Maybe 
I would have had an easier time understanding where my boss was 
coming from.

I’m a bit older now and am forced to live in the world of reality, 
where decoder rings are a thing of the past. Or are they? Consider this 
chapter a modern version of a decoder ring: read it carefully to unlock 
the hidden secrets of your boss’s management style. By doing so, you 
will be able to adjust your expectations and communication style so 
you can achieve a prosperous and peaceful coexistence with one of the 
most important people in your life—your boss.
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Why Understanding Your Boss’s Style 
of Management Is So Critical

Legendary management visionary Peter Drucker, author of The Practice 
of Management, wrote, “You don’t have to like or admire your boss, 
nor do you have to hate him. You do have to manage him, however, 
so that he becomes your resource for achievement, accomplishment, 
and personal success.” Although Drucker wrote this book in 1954, his 
words are timeless. This statement is particularly relevant for today’s 
workers, as people are scrambling for fewer opportunities, courtesy of 
the downsizing that has taken place over the past several years.

Your success in the organization is completely dependent on how 
well you manage your relationship with your boss. Your boss has the 
codes to unlock doors that will remain closed if you fail to nurture this 
relationship. He is the one who can advocate on your behalf for more 
resources. He can play a critical role in linking you with key people 
throughout the organization, and he can also ensure that you are 
assigned to projects that will provide you with continued growth. And 
of course he is the one who can advocate on your behalf to ensure you 
are rewarded appropriately for a job well done.

You have to take responsibility for the development and mainte-
nance of your relationship with your boss. No one will have more of 
an interest in making sure your relationship helps you achieve your 
goals than you. You may be thinking that you are just as vital to your 
boss’s success as she is to yours, and that is somewhat true. Your boss is 
indeed less likely to achieve her goals without your support. However, 
your boss probably has other direct reports she can rely on, while you 
most likely have only one boss. You most certainly won’t progress, or 
even stay employed, without your manager’s support.

In Power and Influence: Beyond Formal Authority, John Kotter writes 
that developing and maintaining effective relationships with bosses 
involves four basic steps. These are:

1.	 Get as much detailed information as possible about your boss’s 
goals, strengths, weaknesses, and preferred working style and 
about the pressures on your boss.

2.	 Make an honest self-appraisal about your own needs, objectives, 
strengths, weaknesses, and personal style.

3.	 Armed with this information, create a relationship that fits both 
parties’ key needs and styles, and one in which both you and your 
boss understand what is expected of you.
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4.	 Maintain the relationship by keeping the boss informed, behav-
ing dependably and honestly, and using the boss’s time and other 
resources selectively.

Cynics and people who don’t know any better may assume that 
the only reason people put the effort into cultivating solid working 
relationships with their bosses is for political gain. The reality is that 
people work in complex organizations where their bosses are pulled 
in many directions. To get the attention and support you will need to 
succeed in your role as a leader, you will need to take responsibility for 
managing these relationships.

Breaking the Code: How to Decipher 
Your Boss’s Management Style

The problem with bosses is that no two are alike. Right about the time 
you’ve figured out what your boss needs, you get promoted. That is, 
you get promoted if you’ve done a good job of managing your boss. 
Otherwise, you may find yourself on Craigslist searching for a new 
job. We are also living at a time of greater diversity of bosses. With our 
global economy, you may have a boss who is from another country 
or who may actually live in that other country while he manages you 
remotely. Exciting? Yes. Easy to manage? Not so much.

Sherry Walshak, marketing manager for Worldwide Solutions and 
Industries, Hewlett Packard, has had plenty of experience decoding the 
management style of her many bosses, whose backgrounds draw from 
all across the globe. When you work for a company as big as Hewlett 
Packard, it’s quite common to be assigned to a new work group, which 
means another new boss to decode. Walshak offers the following advice 
to those who are starting out with a new boss:

1.	 Don’t assume anything. Don’t assume that what you are thinking 
is an appropriate way of communicating with a new boss and 
that this approach is going to match his needs and style.

2.	 Ask your boss how he prefers to receive communications from 
you. For example, does he prefer a weekly status report or would 
he rather meet every other week for a one-on-one? By asking this 
up front, you may avoid wasting time writing reports that he will 
never read.
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3.	 You need to scan your environment. Is it fast paced? Are you 
working for a large, multinational corporation or in an industry 
marked by lots of acquisitions and consolidations? Is your boss 
so busy that she has little time for the details and barely has time 
for the facts? If so, it’s your responsibility to adjust your commu-
nication style by providing her with a summary of the findings 
and recommendations of your project, rather than providing all 
the details.

4.	 You have to test whatever you are going to recommend. What 
I mean by this is that you must test your conclusions with the 
people who are going to be using the results of your work. That 
information becomes your secret weapon. For example, suppose 
you are responsible for providing sales tools to people who will 
sell your products and services. You can test your results by pro-
viding a summary of the tools to the end users to find out which 
tools they believe will be most effective. Then, when you are pre-
senting to senior management, casually mention a comment or 
two from the people who will be using the tools. This approach 
demonstrates that you’ve done your due diligence and your work 
is credible.

5.	 Tell people what they need to know. Keep asking yourself, “So 
what? Does this person really need to know this?” If not, move 
on.

“I’ve learned over the years that you have to adapt your style 
to your boss and the environment you work in,” states Walshak. “For 
example, early on in my career, I worked as a vice president of data 
processing for a small advertising firm. There, my boss was located in 
the next office over. We had a chance to establish a trusting relation-
ship. He saw me every day. He trusted my recommendations and was 
very hands off. I now work in a situation where my boss is located 
across the country from me and his boss is in Europe. We have little 
opportunity to really get to know one another. Therefore, the level of 
trust is not nearly as strong as it has been with my previous employers. 
One thing I try to do is to listen more to what they are saying. I adjust 
my pace. I give them time to catch up to my thinking. I give my boss 
small digestible chunks of information, which helps me build trust and 
understanding.”

Walshak understands that decoding her boss is one skill she will 
continue to fine-tune throughout her career.
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Common Types of Managers

Managers come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and styles. Here, we’ll 
focus on four common styles you’re likely to encounter in the work-
place. Don’t be alarmed if your boss doesn’t fit perfectly into any of 
these categories. People often overlap, or they may move from one 
category to another with little warning.

Management styles can be identified by the way a manager uses 
authority, the way she relates to others, whether or not she encourages 
and values input from her people, and by the way she, as a leader, 
communicates.

THE DICTATORIAL MANAGER

This style of management is also referred to as a military, or authori-
tative, style. The manager who follows this style gives out orders and 
expects everyone to fall into line, without question. He makes all 
the decisions about what will be done, who will be assigned which 
task, how the work will be completed, and when it will be completed. 
Employees who fail to follow directions may feel like they are being 
court-martialed. The more fortunate are offered an honorary discharge, 
more commonly referred to as “early retirement.”

Common traits of managers who embrace this style are that he is 
the only one who knows what is going on; is always right; isn’t inter-
ested in hearing other people’s views; discourages dissent; may allow 
some discussion, then ignores what is said; closely monitors every task; 
does not allow others to question decisions or authority; can often be 
heard yelling at subordinates; and motivates through fear.

It would be great if you could run from a manager who displays 
this type of behavior, but not everyone has that choice. You may live 
in a small town where good jobs are scarce, or you may be the sole 
support for your family. Possibly, you may need to stick it out because 
you cannot be without health insurance.

I’m not going to lie and say that you are going to be able to tame 
this lion. I will, however, offer some advice on how you can stay in the 
cage without being mauled.

Survival in this situation requires that you depersonalize the mat-
ter. The reason your boss acts this way has little to do with you. It’s 
more about him. I’ve learned from personal experience that situations 
like this can make you physically ill. You can also lose your self-esteem, 
which in the end will prevent you from breaking loose because your 
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boss will have convinced you that no one else will want you. Following 
are some ways to manage your relationship with The Dictator:

Pick your battles—If you know you’ve got a boss who enjoys going 
to battle with his charges, then give him very little ammunition. If his 
order isn’t a matter of life and death, then do what he asks. If you are 
lucky, he will focus his wrath on someone who isn’t falling into line 
as easily.

Anticipate your boss’s needs—Dictatorial bosses love to catch people 
making mistakes. You can avoid falling into this trap by being pre-
pared at all times. For example, if your boss is known for walking into 
people’s offices demanding the latest figures, have a cheat sheet on 
hand so you can quickly respond should you be asked to do so.

Do your job well—It’s difficult to excel when you are working under 
these conditions, but that is exactly what you must do. Do a great job 
so that the boss spends most of her day in someone else’s cubicle.

Establish credibility—It’s going to take a longer period of time to build 
trust with a manager who falls into this category, but that doesn’t mean 
it is impossible to do so. Give her exactly what she needs, when she 
needs it, and eventually she will cut back on the micromanaging.

THE LAISSEZ-FAIRE MANAGER

Everyone dreams about having a manager who is completely hands 
off. That is, until he gets a boss who is an extreme version of hands off. 
Managers who fall under this umbrella communicate very little with 
their direct reports. They believe people will know exactly what to do 
through osmosis. These are the same managers who will tell you at 
review time you aren’t meeting their expectations, even though they 
never told you what they were. That’s why it’s important to closely 
manage this type of boss, even if it’s from afar.

A less extreme version of this type of manager will tell you what 
you need to know to do your job and will then get out of your way so 
you can do it. If this group of managers were to have t-shirts printed up 
they would say, “If you don’t hear from me, then everything is fine!”

Traits commonly associated with hands-off managers are: limited 
communication; an expectation that the people under their domain 
are capable of managing themselves; and a belief that their direct 
reports can handle their own problems with little guidance or interven-
tion. These managers also believe in high accountability. They feel that 
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if they are giving you this level of trust, you had best deliver. Here are 
some ideas on how to manage The Laissez-Faire Manager:

Be respectful of her time—These types of managers are typically bot-
tom line people. If they wanted to chitchat, they’d be more hands on. 
Therefore, it is important to keep your conversations brief. Think about 
what you want to say to this person and then cut that conversation in 
half. This approach will force you to be succinct, which is highly valued 
in this time-starved world.

Ask questions—With this type of boss, you are going to have to ask lots 
of questions, since laissez-faire bosses are either too busy to give you 
direction or really don’t know enough about what you are supposed 
to be doing to provide adequate guidance. The latter isn’t uncommon, 
particularly in cases where a manager has just been given control 
over a department he knows little about or has come into his position 
without moving up through the ranks. The first question you will need 
to ask is what form of communication he prefers to use when receiv-
ing and responding to your questions. Does he want you to e-mail 
questions as they come up? Or does he prefer you hold all questions 
for a weekly meeting? Would he rather you to handle questions the 
old-fashioned way—by picking up the phone?

Keep her informed—Yes, I did just say that when it comes to conversa-
tions, this type of manager believes less is more. However, no one likes 
surprises, not even a manager who is hands off. This means the onus is 
on you to come to her with questions, problems, and suggestions. You 
have to keep your boss informed about the direction you are heading, 
potential problems on the horizon, and any other factors that may 
come back to bite you if the information comes from someone else.

Be prepared to manage your own performance—If you want a good 
evaluation (or any evaluation, for that matter), you are going to have 
to take control of your performance review. A hands-off manager can’t 
possibly be aware of all the contributions you have made. That’s why 
it is your responsibility to remind her of what you’ve accomplished.

Several weeks prior to your review, provide your boss with a detailed 
self-evaluation highlighting your contributions during the review 
period, as well as what you have done to meet your specific goals. 
Write a well-balanced review. List areas of strengths, as well as areas 
in which you need continued development. If you acknowledge the 
areas in which you are working to improve, your boss is more likely to 
accept your self-evaluation as a fair assessment and will most likely 
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use this information to write her version of your performance review. 
Don’t be surprised when the review you are asked to sign looks exactly 
like what you submitted!

THE BUREAUCRATIC BOSS

These are the bosses who do everything by the rules, even if the rules 
don’t make sense anymore. You’ll most likely find these types of bosses 
in hierarchical organizations like government agencies, hospitals, 
large service firms, and established family businesses. Characteristics 
of bureaucratic bosses include the need to be in control and a desire 
for structure, systems processes, and norms. “We’ve always done it that 
way,” can be heard echoing through the halls of organizations where 
paintings of these traditionalists line the walls. Here are ways to man-
age The Bureaucratic Boss:

Learn the rules—The best way to handle a bureaucratic boss is to 
learn the rules and regulations of the organization. By doing so, you 
will have a better understanding of the traditions that have taken hold 
in the organization. This approach will allow you to pick and choose 
your battles carefully.

Follow protocol—When you approach your boss about doing some-
thing, you need to show him that you’ve gone through the proper 
channels prior to coming to him for final approval. You do this by 
dropping names of people you have spoken to about this matter.

Be patient—Realize that change is slow to take hold in organizations 
built on the foundations of bureaucracy. You may have to wait until 
there is a changing of the guard before your ideas can take shape. If 
rules aren’t your thing, consider finding an organization that is less 
traditional in nature.

THE CONSULTATIVE LEADER

If you could choose the type of boss you would have, this would be the 
one to select. When it comes to decision making, these types of leaders 
involve others in problem solving and weigh the options, even though 
they reserve veto power. Most have strong listening skills and are good 
at building relationships with their people and with others in the orga-
nization. They also recognize others for their contributions. Following 
are some ways to manage The Consultative Leader:



	 Excuse Me, Where Do I Find the Decoder Ring?� 9

Be prepared—You will be asked your opinion. Therefore, it’s important 
that you think about how you will respond to certain questions the boss 
is likely to ask. Be prepared to back up your statements with evidence 
that supports your position.

Be an idea maker—Consultative bosses enjoy giving people credit for 
their ideas. They empower their people and delight in the successes that 
result. They appreciate those who come to the table with innovative 
ideas. Give them what they want.

Don’t take things personally—It’s easy to forget that this type of boss 
is not running a democracy. Anticipate that there will be times when 
your boss will pull rank. Support her decision and move on.

Communicate your gratitude—You are fortunate to have a boss like 
this. Every now and again, let your boss know how much you appreci-
ate his willingness to treat you more like a peer than a subordinate.

It Takes Two to Make a Relationship Work: 
How Self-Awareness Plays into the Mix

I’ll be the first to admit that I wouldn’t survive a day in an organization 
where I had to cut through a lot of red tape to do my job, nor would 
I flourish in a job where my manager’s style was that of a dictator. I 
can say that because I have a fairly good idea of the type of people I 
respond to best.

Relationships are based on the interactions between two people. 
Think long and hard before accepting a position with a particular boss 
who has a trash can full of nameplates from those who have come 
before you.

Take some time to assess the type of manager with whom you feel 
you work best. When interviewing for positions, be observant. Keep 
your eyes and ears open for signs that will help you determine whether 
your styles will align.

The Need for Continual Maintenance

Maintaining a good working relationship with your boss requires con-
tinual effort and constant attention. You nourish these relationships 
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by monitoring both internal and external changes and by anticipat-
ing your boss’s needs before he even knows they exist. This approach 
is what will distinguish you as a valuable resource, to both your boss 
and the organization.

HOW NOT TO MANAGE YOUR 
RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR BOSS

Here are five surefire ways to damage your relationship with your 
boss:

1.	 Fail to follow through—Your boss has to trust that you will 
do what you say you will do, or there is little point in working 
together. Do what you promise, or, if you can’t, let your boss know 
as soon as possible so alternate plans can be made.

2.	 Go over the boss’s head—This move will almost guarantee that 
your time in this job will soon be coming to an end. With the 
exception of situations that are illegal, it is best to try to work 
things out with your boss before escalating the situation.

3.	 Be disrespectful to your boss—We’ve all experienced times when 
we would have liked to slap the boss right in front of our peers. 
Most likely, we would regret such a move the next day (or even 
the next hour). You don’t have to like your boss, but you certainly 
do have to treat her with some level of respect.

4.	 Lie to the boss—It’s all too easy to get caught in lies, particularly 
in this age of social networking. An example of this is calling in 
sick and then announcing on your Facebook page that you are 
taking your daughter to the beach today. Be assured that some-
one, somewhere in your network, will read about this. Let’s hope 
that someone isn’t your boss.

5.	 Throw your boss over the cliff—Your job is to support your boss. 
It is not to let his superiors know how inept your boss is. If you’re 
asked about your boss’s performance, you certainly don’t need to 
lie. But you also don’t need to bring out a ten-page list of all the 
inadequacies you’ve noticed since the day you started working 
for this person.
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KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 The most important skill you will need to master is managing 
your boss. Your success in the organization is completely depen-
dent upon how well you manage your relationship with your 
boss.

•	 Author and management expert John Kotter offers four basic 
steps for managing your boss effectively. They include gathering 
as much detailed information as possible about your boss’s goals, 
strengths, weaknesses, and preferred working style; honestly 
assessing your own needs in terms of your personal style; using 
this information to create a relationship that meets the needs of 
both parties; and maintaining the relationship by demonstrating 
you are dependable, honest, and respectful of your boss’s time.

•	 There are four main groups of management styles we are con-
sidering (although there are probably a dozen more): Dictato-
rial, Laissez-Faire, Bureaucratic, and Consultative. In the world 
of management, nothing is simple. Your boss may be a hybrid of 
more than one of these categories. Figure out where he fits in and 
then adjust your style accordingly.

•	 Managing your boss starts with you. You have to understand 
your own style of communication so that you can adapt it to the 
situation at hand.

•	 Managing the relationship with your boss is an ongoing process 
that requires care and attention.
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More office politics are played than you might think. It’s 
really important to understand this and learn some coping 
mechanisms and self-awareness of how you will control your 
response. You can manage how much you will participate 
in office politics as well as the manner in which you 
participate.

Always look at your own motivation. Ask yourself, am I 
getting excited about working on a project because I’m more 
publicly visible or because I get to work side-by-side with 
the CEO, or is this the case because this project is really the 
right thing to do? If you start making political moves all the 
time that are focused only on your own success, ultimately 
you will not succeed.

It is important to understand that it is really not a zero-sum 
game. My success does not come at anyone else’s expense.

Paul Sartori, Ph.D.
Corporate Vice President of Human Resources and Public Affairs

Bausch and Lomb
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C H A P T E R  TWO

Office Politics
You’re in the Game,  
So Deal with It!

Let’s get one thing straight. No matter what you might be told, 
office politics is one game that is played in every organization. 
It doesn’t matter whether you work for a nonprofit, government 

agency, private company, or family-owned business, there is always a 
round of politics being played somewhere, whether it’s the boardroom 
or the backroom.

Before you begin writing your letter of resignation, it’s important 
to understand that politics isn’t just about manipulation. It’s about 
using power effectively. Jeffrey Pfeffer goes into extensive detail about 
this in his book Managing with Power, Politics and Influence in Organiza-
tions (1992). I’m a huge fan of Pfeffer’s work, as he doesn’t hesitate 
to say what others would like to sweep under the boardroom rug. I 
credit him with helping me decipher where the power really resided 
in the organizations where I was employed, which helped keep me 
sane during some very insane times in my business life. Without this 
information, you are basically working in a large gravel pit with only 
a small flashlight in your hand. Pfeffer shines a bright light on what 
really goes on in the bowels of every organization.

Pfeffer defines power as the ability to get things done through 
people. People who wield power effectively follow unwritten rules that 
allow them to maneuver swiftly through the organization to obtain 
scarce resources, approval of prized projects, and promotions. Learn-
ing these unwritten rules will accelerate your ability to move your 
career forward. Let’s take a closer look at how this plays out in the 
real world.
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Yes, Virginia, Life Is Unfair: How 
Work Really Gets Done at Work

How many times have you or someone you know whined about how 
unfair things are at work? Maybe it appeared that someone “in the 
know” received a promotion you thought should have been yours. Or 
perhaps a colleague didn’t receive funding for a project because the 
money went to the president’s favorite department—most likely sales. 
Life is not fair at home and it’s especially unfair at work.

As a new manager, one of the first things you need to do is to look 
closely at how work really gets done in the organization. I’m not talk-
ing about what you may have learned during your first week of orien-
tation, nor am I suggesting reading the company operations manual. 
This information is often stagnant, and in most cases represents only 
what the company wants you to know. I’m talking about learning how 
work gets done informally. I believe this was much easier to figure out in 
the fifties and sixties. Workplaces were less complicated and white men 
typically ran them. You could pretty much tell, based on how people 
looked, who the movers and shakers were. Or could you? Even back 
in those days, someone else often wielded a lot of power. That person 
was often in a position that we don’t typically hear about today. They 
were secretaries. These women (and it almost always was a woman) 
made and broke many a young man’s career as they controlled access 
into the boss’s office.

Thankfully, the business world is quite different today. Women 
and minorities are both business owners and successful leaders. At the 
same time, businesses have become more complex, as companies have 
gone global. One can no longer use dress to determine who wears the 
pants in the company (thanks to the invention of business casual), 
nor can one make assumptions as to who the executives are based on 
race or gender alone.

As a new manager, you will have to fine-tune your sleuthing skills 
to discover how things get done informally in the organization. You do 
this by being observant, listening closely, and watching the way the 
people who seem to always get what they ask for interact with their 
bosses and those at the top. As you begin to understand the behavior 
in organizations, you will be better equipped to create and execute the 
game plan you will need to succeed in your organization.
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Two Types of Power

There are two sources of power in organizations. The first is position 
power, which is often referred to as hierarchical power. This is the for-
mal authority someone has over others based solely on her position; 
this may include control of budgets and physical facilities, as well as 
control over information. It is interesting to note that, now that you 
are a boss, you too have position power, although admittedly not as 
much power as your boss.

The other type of power is personal power. This is the ability of the 
individual to influence others. The amount of personal power is directly 
related to the amount of trust one has established with colleagues. Con-
sider the following: the company has instituted a company-wide hiring 
freeze. You don’t have the position power to circumvent the freeze and 
bring someone new on board, like the president does. Therefore, you 
must rely on your personal power to convince your boss that it’s in the 
company’s best interest to approve this new hire. Your request may be 
granted, based on a track record of running a lean team and asking for 
only what you need. Another manager, one with a history of empire 
building, would likely have his request denied.

Political Games: How to Avoid Checkmate

If you’ve ever played chess, you know you need to have a strategy going 
into the game if you want to win. Great chess players are constantly 
assessing the competition. They are trying to stay one step ahead. This 
is exactly the strategy you will need if you want to avoid being placed 
into checkmate on the job. Here’s how you do this:

Know the other players—It doesn’t take long for most people to figure 
out the players in the workplace who will advocate on their behalf and 
the ones who won’t. The grapevine can provide you with information 
regarding people who like to see others succeed and those who would 
drive right over you if given the keys to a John Deere tractor.

Think before moving—I’m not saying that you should analyze every 
single move you make. However, I am suggesting that you think your 
moves through carefully and anticipate what might happen next, par-
ticularly when your move will affect others or when you are in a highly 
visible situation.
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Understand that what seems like an insignificant move can come back 
to bite you. I recall terminating an employee who was no longer able 
to do his job. I ran my decision by my boss, who agreed this was the 
right move. Neither of us was prepared, however, for the wrath from 
other people in the organization who felt this employee should not 
have been let go. Eventually, my boss blamed me for the volcano that 
had erupted. He was conflict avoidant and shifted with the winds. 
Unfortunately, the winds were not blowing my way that day.

Learn from your mistakes—You don’t get to be a master chess player 
if you don’t learn from your mistakes. I see this in my home when 
my husband plays chess with our twelve-year-old son. My husband is 
constantly reminding my son not to repeat a move that has cost him 
the game. Eventually, my son will figure it out and will be teaching 
my husband a few moves along the way.

My son has the benefit of knowing that no matter what happens, he 
isn’t going to be tossed out of the organization we call home. You, on 
the other hand, won’t get as many chances. If you are lucky, you’ll get 
some second chances, providing that your mistakes weren’t life threat-
ening to the organization or to your boss’s reputation. Third or fourth 
chances are rare. That’s why you had best learn from your mistakes 
and become a better manager because of them.

Play quietly—Sometimes the best way to avoid a no-win situation is to 
play quietly. You do this by moving around the organization, making 
as little fanfare as possible. You operate under the radar screen. This 
technique is extremely useful when you suspect your boss is going head 
to head with someone who appears to be much more powerful than 
he is, and you anticipate you’ll be called into action the moment war 
is declared. When asked to take sides, you simply respond by saying 
you need some time to think about things. Hopefully, matters will blow 
over by the time your boss checks back with you.

Determining the Person Who 
Is Really in Charge

I love the warning that appears on my side view mirror, the one that 
says, “Objects in mirror may be closer than you think.” It reminds me 
a lot of business. You think you know what’s coming up behind you, 
but sometimes that situation is closer than it appears. Are you able to 
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get out of the way before you are rear-ended? Should you accelerate or 
should you slow down? And what happens if, while you are watching 
one situation, another one cuts you off?

This is a frequent occurrence on the corporate highway, where 
having an extra set of eyes wouldn’t be a bad thing. One minute you 
think you know who is in control. You invest your time in developing a 
relationship with those people who you believe can pave the way, only 
to find out they really aren’t the decision makers or, as of last night, 
they are no longer employed by the firm.

In many organizations, especially service firms like large law and 
accounting firms, this scenario plays out frequently. Bernard Gore, who 
is currently employed as a senior project manager at the New Zealand 
offices of Objective Corporation, has worked in an environment where 
power plays were made everyday. “I’ve worked in large law firms (with 
a hundred or more partners) where every partner believes she is the 
ultimate voice, and very few staff will do other than jump when told! 
I did pretty well in some cases by actually having the nerve to chal-
lenge a partner, but while that is useful for actually getting things 
done it does mean you accumulate enemies who can’t tolerate any 
challenge to their ego, so it doesn’t work well for a long-term engage-
ment!” exclaims Gore.

As Gore experienced, working in organizations where the power 
runs like an overflowing river can be quite challenging. If you are 
a lawyer or a certified or chartered accountant, you may have little 
choice but to join one of these large firms, where you will have plenty 
of opportunity to refine your influencing skills.

To succeed in service organizations, you have to understand the 
dynamics that exist. Here is how it typically works in large service 
firms: people are hired for their functional expertise in computers, 
operations, administration, and so on. The managers of these func-
tions then “sell” these people’s time to the various project directors 
in the organization. Employees at all levels of the organization are 
expected to complete timesheets so their salaries can be allocated to 
particular projects. If you are in one of these supporting roles, you will 
find that your boss is constantly in a position of having to determine 
who will get first dibs on you. If you are servicing clients directly, you 
will be working with bosses who are under the gun to make sure every 
moment you are breathing is a billable moment. You should now have 
a better appreciation of the pressure that exists in these types of orga-
nizations.

As you move into higher levels of management in these firms, you 
will need to become an expert in negotiation and in working through 
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conflict. The people who yield the power in service firms are the ones 
who have mastered these skills. Typically, they are also pretty tough 
skinned. Before electing to make your career at this type of firm, ask 
yourself the following:

•	 Do I enjoy working in an organization where many people will 
be in control of my destiny?

•	 Do I consider myself a fairly savvy person when it comes to deal-
ing with office politics?

•	 Am I the type of person who is assertive enough to push back 
when necessary?

•	 Does this type of culture feel right for me?

Jobs in these types of environments are not for the faint of heart. 
How do I know this? I worked for a service firm and lasted only fourteen 
months. And that was a lot longer than many of my colleagues at that 
firm lasted. But if you are the type of person who enjoys this type of 
challenge, by all means, give it your all, as there are great financial 
rewards to be had if you succeed.

Hot Potato, Hot Potato: How to 
Avoid Getting Burned at Work

The problem with politics is that one day you are in, and the next day 
you are out. The same holds true for managers in highly political envi-
ronments. Here are some ways to avoid getting burned at work.

Be careful where you attach your star—It’s great to be known as the 
director’s right-hand person. That is, until the director is placed on the 
chopping block. You can avoid this by being your own person. Develop 
strong relationships with people other than your boss, preferably with 
individuals who are highly influential in the organization. One of the 
best ways to do this is to volunteer to work on a task force that includes 
people from other parts of the company. This will provide you with an 
opportunity to display your value to more than just your boss and will 
help you make a name for yourself that will be heard throughout the 
organization.



	 Office Politics� 21

Steer clear of gossip—Most people seem to love gossip and enjoy 
watching others’ lives implode right in front of them. This probably 
explains why reality televisions shows are so popular these days. Now, 
I don’t know about you, but I certainly wouldn’t want my work life 
to be the center of everyone’s attention. The best way to avoid this is 
by limiting what you share with people about nonrelated work items 
at work, even if you did see another manager at a restaurant with 
someone other than his wife. You also don’t need to strengthen the 
grapevine by giving your opinion on someone’s work when you’ve 
never seen the work.

I recall a situation at one of the companies where I worked in which 
more than one person was vying for a top management role. Rumors 
were swirling about a personal relationship one of the candidates was 
allegedly having with a coworker. In the end, the position was awarded 
to this person. What do you think he did first? If you guessed it was 
to remove the people he knew were not his allies, you have guessed 
correctly.

While we are on the subject of politics and gossip, it bears noting that 
when it comes to gossip, you certainly don’t want to be the lead story 
either. Keep your personal life separate from your work life and you’ll 
be three-quarters of the way there. Do your job well, build strong rela-
tionships with those above you, around you, and below you, and you’ll 
have nothing to fear.

Don’t believe everything you hear—Imagine the following scenario: 
you think you have a fairly good relationship with your counterpart 
in San Diego. Then another manager tells you he heard that the San 
Diego manager has been blaming you for mistakes that never occurred. 
Rumor has it she is jockeying for the newly created district manager 
position that you were also hoping to get. STOP. Before you go further, 
ask yourself the following: Is the person who is telling me this someone 
who is reliable, or is he known as a gossip? How likely is it that this 
scenario is true? Will I damage the relationship with this person if I go 
to her without evidence? What will my boss think of me if I go running 
into his office ranting, based on a rumor?

The fact is, there will always be people positioning themselves to be 
next in line for promotion. Focus on looking forward and doing a good 
job, instead of constantly looking behind you to make sure no one is 
carrying a dagger. Ignore the rumors, unless you have solid evidence 
that a friend has now become a foe.
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We started this chapter discussing the definition of power and politics, 
and that’s exactly where we will end. It’s important to remember that 
politics is about interacting with others and influencing them to get 
things done. We can and should use our power to get things done 
through other people. This is what effective leaders do. We will know 
that we’ve achieved success when we are able to move our ideas for-
ward and get people to commit because we know who to talk to, we 
communicate clearly and respectfully, and we are able to show others 
how these ideas will benefit them. People trust we will do what we say. 
That’s really how one acquires and retains power in most organiza-
tions.

THREE WAYS POLITICS PLAY OUT IN THE WORKPLACE

Power has consequences in organizations for resource 
allocations, administrative succession, and structures.

Jeffrey Pfeffer
Author, Power in Organizations

Power affects:

1.	 The allocation of resources—Resources are tightly held, particu-
larly in challenging economic times. Yet it’s difficult, and may 
feel impossible, to do your job effectively without resources. Think 
about your ability to complete business and personal objectives 
with fewer people, less money, and little support from those above 
and around you. Perhaps now you will see why it may be in your 
best interest to participate in this game.

2.	 Administrative succession—You may have observed that some 
people seem to climb the corporate ladder rapidly. Most likely, 
these are the people who get things done in the organization, 
which makes them more valuable. They are the ones who receive 
promotions, along with the pay raises and other perks that typi-
cally come with advancement. The higher up in the organization 
you go, the more this is so. Think about the decision-making pro-
cess that goes into selecting a new CEO and what happens after 
this person takes the throne.

3.	 Structure—You may be wondering what structure has to do with 
your job as a manager. It has plenty to do with it. The design of 
an organization is often referred to as the structure. In larger or 
more formal organizations, organizational charts are often used 
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to depict the structure. Think about where people are located on 
the organizational chart and you will see what I mean. Those 
closer to the person holding the most power (the CEO, president, 
or owner) have access to better information. They also have more 
formal authority and nicer offices!

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 Office politics are played in every organization. It doesn’t matter 
whether you work for a nonprofit, government agency, private 
company, or family-owned business. There is always a round of 
politics being played somewhere, whether it’s the boardroom or 
the backroom.

•	 Politics isn’t just about manipulation. It’s about using power effec-
tively to move people and initiatives forward.

•	 Author and management expert Jeffrey Pfeffer defines power 
as the ability to get things done through people. Following the 
unwritten rules of wielding power will allow you to maneuver 
swiftly through the organization to obtain scarce resources, 
approval of prized projects, and promotions, which will acceler-
ate your ability to move your career forward.

•	 As a new manager, one of the first things you need to do is to 
look closely at how work really gets done in the organization. This 
means learning how work gets done informally. You do this by 
being observant, listening closely, and watching the way people 
who seem to always get what they ask for interact with their 
bosses and those at the top.

•	 There are two types of power. The first is position power, which 
is the formal authority you are granted based on your position. 
This may include controlling budgets and physical facilities, as 
well as controlling information. The second type of power is per-
sonal power, the ability of an individual to influence others. The 
amount of personal power is directly related to the amount of 
trust one has established with those one is interacting with.

•	 You can avoid winding up in political checkmate by taking time 
to assess the other players, thinking twice before making your 
next move, and learning from your mistakes.

•	 Sometimes the person you think is in charge isn’t the one who is 
making the decisions. You need to figure this out early on, so you 
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can establish solid relationships with the people who really have 
the power to make things happen.

•	 You can avoid getting burned at work by not attaching yourself 
to someone who may be gone tomorrow, steering clear of gos-
sip, and considering all factors before moving forward based on 
information heard through the rumor mill.



When you are supervising people who are younger, it’s 
easier. There is a general acceptance that you know what 
you are doing because you are older. Understand that 
it is more difficult for a younger person when they are 
supervising people who are older, because they are always 
having to prove themselves.

Give the person a break. Leadership traits are leadership 
traits, regardless of age. Let young managers show you what 
they are capable of. Help them learn the business. Cut them 
some slack. You have a lot to offer one another. Reach out to 
them. Help them.

You have a responsibility to teach your boss. You make your 
boss successful, you become successful. Your boss fails, 
you fail. If the person is arrogant, regardless of age, go get 
another job because it doesn’t work.

Frank Guidara
CEO

UNO Chicago Grill
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C H A P T E R  THREE

Help! My Boss Is 
Young Enough 
to Be My Child
Strategies for Managing  
a Younger Boss

It’s official. Younger people have taken over the office. As seasoned 
workers continue to delay retirement, this scenario will become the 
rule rather than the exception. A recent AARP survey found that 

nearly 70 percent of employed fifty- to seventy-year-olds planned to 
work during what they view as their retirement years. That means 
more and more workers will answer to bosses who are decades their 
junior. In fact, according to a 2002 study by the Families and Work 
Institute, 71 percent of workers fifty-eight years old and older had sig-
nificantly younger supervisors.

It happens to the best of us. You may one day wake up and find 
you are among the older workers in the office, or you may be return-
ing to the workplace to find that your contemporaries are no longer in 
charge. In either case, how well you manage this situation will have 
a direct impact on your level of job satisfaction as well as your ability 
to succeed in the organization. Therefore, it is worth taking the time 
to learn how to manage these relationships. Having a roadmap to 
help navigate through this new territory can help you avoid many of 
the pitfalls that have derailed those who have come before you. Your 
situation doesn’t have to spell disaster if you are willing to make some 
adjustments.
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Give Your Boss a Chance

Did you know that some of the most popular children’s book authors— 
Dr. Seuss, Louisa May Alcott, Margaret Wise—never had children? 
Their lack of experience as parents didn’t interfere with their ability 
to write books that resonated with kids. And just because your boss 
doesn’t have years of experience under his belt doesn’t mean that he 
won’t go down in history as one of the best bosses you’ve ever had.

Frank Guidara, CEO of national restaurant chain UNO Chicago 
Grill, believes good leadership is good leadership, regardless of age. 
His company hires people with strong leadership traits and provides 
training to help managers build strong leadership skills. He encourages 
mature workers with younger bosses to give the person a break. “Let 
them show you what they are capable of before passing judgment,” 
advises Guidara.

Caryn Starr-Gates, director of communication at The DSM Group, 
a full-service PR agency located in Franklin Lakes, New Jersey, did 
exactly what Guidara recommends. Fifty-two-year-old Starr-Gates, who 
had formerly worked in the industry, jumped back into the world of 
full-service PR to work with a thirty-two-year-old boss, who is also the 
owner of the agency. Starr-Gates, who met her boss at a networking 
event, quickly saw that his vision for the firm aligned with hers. She 
jumped onboard and hasn’t looked back since.

Starr-Gates believes that their relationship works because they 
approach work on a level playing field. “We simply don’t view each 
other as adversaries,” states Starr-Gates. Rather than assuming her 
boss is inexperienced, Starr-Gates embraces the fact that her younger 
boss may actually know more than she does. She has positioned herself 
in the firm as a “wise voice of counsel,” a strategy she recommends to 
others who find themselves in a similar situation.

It is easy to make judgments based on looks. We do it everyday. 
But how often are our assumptions wrong? Here are some ideas you 
can use to get to know your boss:

Listen more and talk less—It is hard to get to know someone if you 
are doing most of the talking. Take some time to observe this person in 
action and hear what she has to say before forming an opinion. After 
all, isn’t this exactly what you would like your boss to do?

Set up an informal meeting with your boss—The pressures of work 
can be overwhelming, particularly for younger people who are still 
trying to make their mark. The behavior you see when someone is 
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under pressure is very different than what you may observe in a more 
informal setting. A good way to get to get to know your boss better is 
to set up an informal meeting.

Ask your manager if he would be willing to meet you off-site for cof-
fee or for lunch at a local restaurant so that you are both free from 
office interruptions. Use this time to get to know your boss. Ask specific 
questions that will provide you insight into what your boss values. 
For example, does he like frequent communication or does he prefer 
to receive weekly updates? Does he want to know all the background 
information or only your final recommendation? Be mindful of your 
tone when asking these types of questions. The last thing you want to 
do is come across as an investigative reporter doing an interview for 
Dateline NBC!

Use the Internet—You can bet your boss has already done a search 
using your name, so why shouldn’t you do the same? This is a great 
way to gain more insight into his educational background and pro-
fessional experience outside your firm. While searching, do your best 
to ignore any photos or information you may find on sites that have 
nothing to do with work, such as MySpace or Facebook. You can hope 
that your boss has done the same!

Ask your boss for feedback—A younger boss may find it difficult to 
provide a more experienced worker with feedback. Therefore, you may 
find yourself in the uncomfortable position of not quite knowing where 
you stand in terms of your performance. This means that you may 
need to be the one who initiates this conversation.

Begin by asking your boss to provide you with specific feedback regard-
ing your performance. Ask him how well you are meeting his expec-
tations on specific projects and what you can do to better align your 
goals with his goals. Ask him to identify the areas in which he thinks 
you excel and those you might be able to improve. Allow your boss 
to mentor you in those areas where he or she really does know more 
than you do!

Find the Middle Ground

It is only natural for conflict to occur when people who come from dif-
ferent backgrounds work together. Expect conflict to emerge, and man-
age it before things implode. Some conflict can be good. It inspires us 
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to think about other points of view that we may not have considered. 
This in turn allows us to create new ways of doing things. However, 
too much conflict can be destructive to both the organization and your 
career. That’s why it is important to find the middle ground.

One of the biggest mistakes Caryn Starr-Gates, director of com-
munications at The DSM Group, has seen her contemporaries make is 
to push back too hard on matters relating to technology. Though she 
still pines for her IBM Selectric typewriter, Starr-Gates knows that com-
panies have long since moved on. “Making technology a battleground 
is a big mistake,” notes Starr-Gates. “It’s okay to not be comfortable or 
say you are not comfortable, but don’t make it an issue. Relax. Learn 
it. Don’t make it be us against them. And never say, ‘We didn’t have 
to do it that way before. . . .’

Let’s say that you are a Baby Boomer (born between 1946 and 
1964) and your boss is a Gen Xer (born between 1965 and 1979). You 
have just received news that your department will be going through a 
major software conversion next month. Your boss doesn’t think this is 
a big deal, since she can learn a new software program just by placing 
the manual on her forehead. You, like many Boomers, require hands-
on training. Simply telling your boss this will most likely result in little 
being done to improve your situation. However, by presenting several 
options for her consideration, you may get exactly what you need. Here 
is a sample script of how you might go about this:

Anne, I know a transition is coming. All of us on the team are 
onboard with the change. But some members of the team, includ-
ing myself, may need more support than the manual can provide. 
I’m wondering if you would consider some hands-on training. By 
that, I mean sending us to a course before the conversion, or per-
haps you would be willing to conduct a few short sessions either 
before or after work, for those of us who need this type of support. 
By doing so, you will be guaranteed a smooth transition and you 
will be freed up to work on the high-profile acquisition project.

This approach provides a way for you and your boss to meet in 
the middle. After all, you both want to see the project succeed. Together, 
you are aligning your differences to accomplish mutually agreed goals, 
without you telling your boss she is too young to understand that not 
everyone learns the same way. Who wouldn’t honor this request?
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Acknowledge Differences and Move On

Let’s face it. You and your younger boss may have grown up in two 
different worlds, but this doesn’t mean that you can’t coexist peace-
fully. Some differences are because of age, while others are a result of 
different management styles that have no direct correlation to your 
dates of birth.

Attorney Orrin R. Onken of Fairview, Oregon, who at the age of 
fifty worked for a boss twenty years his junior, believes it is important 
to acknowledge these differences. When asked to elaborate on this, 
Onken stated, “Acknowledge that you may not see eye-to-eye based 
on the differences in your value system. However, we can benefit each 
other because of these differences, rather than cause each other dif-
ficulty.” In an article written by Onken titled “Surviving the Younger 
Boss,” Onken notes that he has a very good understanding of where 
his thirty-year-old boss is coming from because at one point in his life, 
he shared similar values. “He is energetic, ambitious, aggressive, and 
acquisitive,” writes Onken about his boss. “He is directed toward con-
crete, immediate goals and has a literalness of thought that leaves little 
room for subtlety, self-examination, or the contemplative pursuits. He 
secretly thinks that being a workaholic is an admirable quality and 
that the experience of his generation is qualitatively more dynamic 
than that of generations before him.” Onken goes on to say that he 
doesn’t share these beliefs, but he fully understands them, as he too 
held these values as a younger man.

Acknowledging differences and openly discussing ways you can 
meet in the middle is advice worth following, even if you are not in 
this particular situation. It sure beats the alternative of dancing around 
issues that are clearly not going to go away on their own.

Tune Up Your Vocabulary

Going down memory lane with people from your generation may be 
fun, but constant reminiscing can be annoying to people who can’t 
relate. Remember what it felt like every time your father told you how 
in his day he walked five miles to school in the snow? Well that’s 
exactly how a younger boss feels when you constantly remind her of 
how life was back in the day. Delete the following phrases from your 
vocabulary: “In my day,” “When I was in charge,” “We tried that 
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once,” “We’ve never done it that way,” and anything else that makes 
you sound like you have traveled this road before. You are no longer 
in the driver’s seat. For this leg of the journey, you are a passenger.

Given all of today’s learning options, there are no longer any 
excuses for failure to keep up with changes in technology. Enroll in an 
on-line course, attend a class at your local community college or bribe 
your ten-year old to tutor you on weekends. Just do something!

Be an Employee, Not a Parent

It’s easy to forget that, even though your boss looks young enough to 
be your child, she is not your child. Resist the urge to parent your boss. 
By that I mean, don’t begin conversations with, “Well, sweetie,” or “In 
my experience.” This may make your boss feel like she is being given 
directions by a parent or by someone who thinks she knows more than 
the boss. When asked for your opinion, be brief in your response and 
wait until you see a signal that indicates your boss would like to hear 
more before providing details.

The saying that “actions speak louder than words” is especially 
true when parenting gestures creep into the situation. I have firsthand 
experience with this (and I do mean hand!). When I started out in 
management, I had a secretary (yes, there were secretaries in those 
days) who, when she felt frustrated, would point her finger at me as 
if she were scolding her child. I suppose it wasn’t entirely her fault, as 
she had a child who was my age. However, I resented being treated like 
a kid, particularly by someone who wasn’t my mother. This gesture 
certainly affected our ability to work well together. Years later, we joked 
about this, as she hadn’t even realized she was doing it!

Put your pointer finger in your holster and leave it there. The last 
thing you want to do is inadvertently wave your finger in your boss’s 
face as you make your point.

Advice regarding personal matters, even if requested, should be 
avoided at all costs. Sure, you may have fixed your daughter up with 
her fiancé, but that was at home. This is work. If matchmaking is truly 
your calling, then perhaps it is time to apply for a job where you can 
do this full time.
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Bridge Communication Differences

Awareness about communication differences among those from dif-
ferent generations is the first step toward bridging these gaps. This is 
especially important when you are working with a boss who is from a 
different generation. To make this relationship work, you will need to 
understand your manager’s communication style and adapt your style 
accordingly. For example, as a Baby Boomer, you may prefer to talk 
by phone or face to face. Most Gen Xers prefer e-mail. If your boss is a 
Millennial (born after 1980), you might give yourself a quick lesson in 
text messaging. This story, about a Boomer who adapted in order to 
communicate with her own children, illustrates exactly why you must 
be the one to adapt and not vice versa.

On a recent flight back from California, I sat next to a woman 
who appeared to be a Baby Boomer. When we landed, she took out her 
phone and started text messaging. Impressed by her speed, I politely 
asked her if she was text messaging. “Indeed,” she said. I told her how 
impressed I was, considering that I was still learning how to place 
contacts in my phone. She replied by telling me that she found out a 
long time ago that if she wanted to communicate with her children 
she would need to learn how to do so on their terms.

I will never forget that conversation, as I learned a lesson that 
is not taught in management classes. Sometimes, you are the one 
who has to change. I am not ashamed to admit that my nine-year-
old recently showed me how to text message and enter contacts into 
my phone. This never would have happened if I kept thinking that 
others would have to adapt to my style of communication in order to 
communicate with me. The same holds true in the workplace. Keep in 
mind that the goal is to communicate effectively with your boss, not 
be his parent.

Play to Win

Let’s be honest. Who wouldn’t feel threatened by someone who has 
significantly more experience and knowledge? Your boss has probably 
watched enough episodes of The Apprentice to know there are team 
members just waiting in the wings for their leaders to make a mistake, 
so they can pounce on their jobs. This makes for great television, but 
sometimes it is hard to draw the line between fiction and reality.
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If you are a Gen Xer or older, you probably recall the television 
show Ally McBeal. For those of you too young to remember, McBeal, 
played by Calista Flockhart, was a twenty-something attorney whose 
impact on corporate America can still be seen today. Hemlines in the 
workplace became at least two inches shorter, as young women tried 
to emulate Ally’s look. As a result of this show, women across America 
were wearing outfits that looked great. However, sitting down comfort-
ably was a challenge!

Much of what we believe about the workplace is shaped by what 
we see on television. However, television is not going to teach you how 
to ease the tension that may be building with your younger boss. That’s 
because there is simply not enough drama in it, even though you may 
feel your office situation would make a great sitcom.

HERE ARE FIVE THINGS YOU CAN DO TO COME OUT AHEAD:

1.	 Onken believes that your boss is probably as nervous as you are 
about the situation. He suggests that, early on, you go in and 
ask for advice. “Everyone loves that,” states Onken. This will also 
make it clear that you understand who is in charge. “Fear creates 
defensiveness and heavy-handedness,” Onken says. By eliminat-
ing the threat, you make it easier to build a relationship with 
your boss.

2.	 If you have little interest in your manager’s position, tell her so. 
This approach will enable your boss to see you as an ally, rather 
than a predator.

3.	 If you are interested in moving up, seek your manager’s assis-
tance. Ask your boss to put together a development plan to help 
you transition to the next level. Appeal to his own self-interest. 
Remind your boss that companies are more apt to promote an 
employee if there is someone else in the organization who can 
take on his role.

4.	 If your boss looks good, you look good. Working together is in the 
interest of both parties. Keep this in mind as you are finding your 
way with your boss.

5.	 Speaking of promotions . . . if, after giving it a go, you realize that 
the distance to a meeting of the minds is too far to travel, then 
perhaps it’s time to take another route. Do whatever you can to 
get your boss promoted. With a little luck, you will have an easier 
time relating to his replacement.
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Humor Goes a Long Way

Don’t underestimate the power of humor in the workplace. Onken 
states that humor got him through a lot of tough situations when 
he was working with his younger boss, and it has had a long-last-
ing impact on their relationship. It has been a number of years since 
Onken has worked for this boss, but he still considers him a friend.

Starr-Gates uses humor to alleviate what could be potentially 
stressful situations at work. She will joke with her boss and coworkers 
about her early agency days when computers came into the workplace. 
“The machines took up an entire room!” exclaims Starr-Gates. Her boss 
and her coworkers appreciate the fact that she is willing to share her 
experiences in the workplace, which occurred before they were even 
born! Her sense of humor and her youthful attitude allows her to shine 
in an industry where you are considered over the hill by age forty.

Get Onboard or Take a Different Route

We don’t get to pick our family, nor do we get to pick our bosses. If you 
want this to work, and you want to be valued for what you know and 
what you can contribute, you have to make perfectly clear from day 
one that you are happy to be on your boss’s team, that you will do 
everything you can to assist him in the transition, and that you are 
invested in making your boss successful. If this is not true, either don’t 
accept this job or begin looking for a new job. If you sit at your desk 
and stew for the next five years (assuming you aren’t tossed out of the 
organization), you will only be harming yourself.

If you take away only one thing from this chapter, let it be that 
managing a younger boss is more about managing one’s attitude. In 
your lifetime, you will see many bosses come and go. The only constant 
is you. You have the ability to create your own path to success by using 
the tips in this chapter.

Lastly, there is of course the age-old problem of lousy bosses, 
which really has nothing to do with age! It’s easy to place blame on 
what we can see. When things are not working out with our boss, we 
may automatically place blame on factors like age. But sometimes a 
problem boss is just that. It is someone who, regardless of age, should 
not be in a leadership position. We’ll discuss this further in the chapter 
that follows.
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KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 At some point in your career you may find yourself working for 
someone who is young enough to be your child. How well you 
manage this situation will have a direct impact on your level of 
job satisfaction as well as your ability to succeed in the organiza-
tion. Therefore, it is worth taking the time to learn how to manage 
these relationships.

•	 Give your boss a chance to prove herself before passing judgment. 
In most cases, managers have been put into leadership roles 
because they have demonstrated they have leadership traits.

•	 It is only natural for conflict to happen when people from differ-
ent backgrounds work together. Expect conflict to emerge, and 
manage it before eruptions occur.

•	 Acknowledge differences and be prepared to meet in the mid-
dle.

•	 Be an employee, not a parent, if you want your manager to act 
like a boss instead of like your child.

•	 Help your boss feel comfortable. Ask for advice so he knows you 
recognize he is in charge. If you have little interest in your man-
ager’s position, let him know so he sees you as an ally, rather than 
a predator. Seek his assistance if you are interested in working 
toward a promotion.

•	 Make your boss successful. If she is successful, you’ll be success-
ful.

•	 Good leadership skills have nothing to do with age. Be open to 
the possibility that this person may be the best manager you’ll 
ever have.



Early in my career, I was hired to replace someone who was 
being promoted. She couldn’t take on her new job until she 
had trained me. In her new role, this person was responsible 
for also overseeing my work. I was told I had to do the 
work her way and couldn’t deviate in the smallest way even 
if the work product was good. It took me quite a while to 
figure out that she might have feared that someone could 
actually fit into her shoes. She was struggling with how to 
move on to her new pasture. She was a person who didn’t 
like change. She was holding herself back as well because 
“Martha wasn’t trained,” even though I was.

Don’t waste your energy worrying about why the boss is 
trying to be lousy. They aren’t in most cases doing this 
intentionally. Instead, look at things through the boss’s 
eyes. What need is the boss trying to meet in talking with 
you that way or asking for things in that manner? Usually 
he or she is not trying to torment you. Have a conversation 
privately to let them know how it feels to be treated in that 
manner. Most people will respond in a positive manner 
when this situation is brought to his or her attention.

You have to listen to your internal voice and see if you can 
work with this person until you figure out what you need to 
do, unless it is an extreme situation where your values tell 
you this isn’t a place where you can stay.

Martha S. LaCroix, SPHR
Executive Vice President, Chief Human Resources Officer

Yankee Candle
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C H A P T E R  FOUR

Dealing with 
a Bad Boss
There’s One in Every Crowd

Have you ever dreamed about giving your boss a one-way ticket 
to a remote island, similar to the destinations for the reality 
television show Survivor? If so, you are not alone. I personally 

know few people who haven’t had the experience of working for a bad 
boss. Even presidents of large corporations are saddled from time to 
time with bad bosses.

Recently, Steve Tobak of BNET.com interviewed Joel Manby, CEO 
of Herschand Family Entertainment, a privately held $300 million 
company with 10,000 employees and twenty-four theme parks around 
the country. Manby shared his thoughts on working in a culture of 
intimidation and a life-changing moment that he experienced while 
working as president and CEO of Saab USA.

“I don’t want to bash GM, but [intimidation] was part of the culture 
there. You would get ridiculed in meetings. The CEOs had big egos and 
had no problem making you look silly,” states Manby. He shares the 
story of a time when he was summoned to Europe by the president 
of all of Saab. He received a call on a Sunday morning and was on a 
plane to Europe that day. Upon arrival, he was chewed out for four 
hours and then got back on a plane to return home. He recalls feeling 
so humiliated. “That’s when I began looking at other opportunities,” 
he stated.

You, too, may eventually decide that the environment you are in 
is no longer a place you can stay. But in the meantime, if you have a 
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lousy boss, you’ll need to learn how to deal with him, so you don’t wind 
up taking his terror out on your own employees and your family.

Different Versions of the Same Theme

Bad bosses come in different packages. I’m listing some of the more 
popular varieties, along with tips on how to manage these situa-
tions.

“GO LEFT, NO, GO RIGHT”: DEALING 
WITH AN INDECISIVE BOSS

These are the bosses who tell you to do one thing, then question why 
the heck you are going in the direction they ordered you to go. Mad-
dening? Yes. However, there are ways you can minimize the number 
of times this happens.

I have found that with these types of bosses, it’s best to confirm 
what is being asked of you before you proceed. Here’s what such a con-
firmation might sound like: “So, Doug, if I understand you correctly, 
you would like me to look into moving the customer service call center 
to Portland, Maine, right? And you would like my recommendations 
on your desk, along with the supporting documentation, no later than 
April first. Is that correct?” Follow this conversation with a memo con-
firming what is being asked and letting your boss know you will get 
right on it. The last thing you need, after making the call center move, 
is to find that your boss meant Portland, Oregon. This approach of 
explicit confirmation will cement what has been agreed upon and will 
minimize the indecisiveness that is common with bosses like this.

“I’VE GOT YOU UNDER MY THUMB” BOSSES

Oh, those micromanagers. They’d like you to believe they are manag-
ing every detail because they consider themselves to be perfectionists. 
However, in most cases, the real story is about lack of trust. Think about 
a time when you may have done some micromanaging. Most likely 
this occurred when you didn’t trust that others would do as good a job 
as you could.

Micromanagers need to be closely managed, which is ironic if 
you think about it. The idea here is to build trust. You accomplish this 
by consistently doing what you say you will do. If you are working 
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for a boss like this, then I suggest you do the following. Think about 
why it would be in the best interest of your boss to allow you to work 
more independently. Most likely it will allow him more time to focus 
on other tasks or will free up time he can spend with family or friends. 
Once you have established this, you can make a request for more 
autonomy. Here’s how your suggestion might sound: “I am wonder-
ing if you would consider allowing me to provide you with a weekly 
update on the specific project we are working on rather than the daily 
follow-up that is currently occurring. This approach will give you more 
time to focus on bringing in new business and making it home in time 
for dinner with your new wife. I will be sure to keep you informed of 
anything that might get in the way of us meeting our deadlines, prior 
to our weekly meeting. How does that sound?” Good, now take out your 
calendar and set aside time for your weekly meetings.

BOSSES WHO PLAY FAVORITES

If you’ve ever worked for a boss like this or your current boss appears 
to have a favorite, you know how frustrating this can be. It seems like 
no matter how great a job you do, the boss’s pet will do better. Here 
lies the problem. You have to stop comparing yourself to others under 
your boss’s domain, as you are unlikely to become the favored one by 
doing so. As my mentor, Alan Weiss, always says, “If you want to be 
loved, get a dog.”

The best way to get others to recognize your contributions is to 
consistently do good work. You also need to toot your own horn, so 
others can hear your music, which will be discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 5. If you do this, within time you will receive the recognition 
you deserve. However, if favoritism continues to be a problem, you 
may want to consider having a conversation with your boss about your 
observations before you do something as drastic as moving to another 
job. After all, you have little to lose if you were planning on leaving 
because of this situation.

Consider that your boss may not realize that she has been favor-
ing others, and may appreciate you bringing this situation to her atten-
tion. When having this conversation, stick to the facts you’ve observed 
and refrain from bringing in comments others may have made about 
this situation, as this will likely increase her defensiveness. If your 
boss’s behavior doesn’t change, then you have two choices: live with it 
or seek a position where the boss treats people more fairly.
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BOSSES WHO DISCRIMINATE

I’d like to tell you that this sort of thing doesn’t happen anymore, 
but I’ve personally experienced it and have heard from others this is 
still happening in the workplace. When you are in these situations, 
your first reaction may be disbelief. Then comes denial and, for most 
people, anger.

When I worked for a financial consulting firm, I recall my peers 
noticing that I was being treated differently than they were. They 
asked, more than one time, if I thought it had to do with the fact that 
I was a different religion from 95 percent of the people in the firm, 
including my boss. I brushed off their comments as if they were crazy. 
In retrospect, I was in denial, as this likely was the case.

Of course, there are laws against workplace discrimination that 
safeguard a number of protected classes, including religion. I made 
the decision not to avail myself of these protections, as I preferred to 
use my energy to find a workplace that valued diversity. Your situation 
may be very different, and the legal route is certainly one way to put 
a stop to this. But, even if you win a discrimination case, you have to 
ask yourself whether this is really the type of organization that you 
want to work for.

Age discrimination seems to be a very hot topic today, as workers 
fight to avoid extinction. Age discrimination is real. There, I said it. 
And whoever tells you that it doesn’t exist needs a new pair of glasses. 
But there are ways to minimize this. Here are a few:

•	 Stay relevant—Technology is changing the way work gets done. 
If you don’t know what a tweet is or if WordPerfect is your word 
processing software of choice, then you have some work to do. 
Sign up for an online class (you do know what those are, don’t 
you?) or hire a college student to introduce you to the world of 
social media. Attend seminars and workshops so that you are 
continuously learning.

•	 Look relevant—Okay, here’s the part where people usually go a 
little crazy on me. First impressions count. Admit it. You too pass 
judgment the first time you see someone who looks different from 
everyone else. If you are a woman, update your hairstyle and 
throw out any clothing with shoulder pads. Men would benefit 
from investing in some business casual clothes that don’t have 
a label that says “Dockers” on the back of them. Investing in a 
few new ties for those occasions when you may need them isn’t 
a bad idea either.
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•	 Listen more than you talk—So much can be learned about cur-
rent trends just by listening to what younger people are talking 
about. I recall walking into the office of a prospect who worked 
in the advertising industry and commenting immediately on the 
Jonas Brothers posters hanging in the conference room. He was 
impressed that I knew who they were. I smiled and then went 
home and thanked my then eight-year-old daughter for having 
the Disney Channel on 24/7!

THE SCREAMER

There are two different kinds of screamers. One is the boss who screams 
for you, even though your office is next door to hers. Even worse, as 
Janyce Brandon, currently public relations director at Rocky Moun-
tain Vacation Rentals can attest, is the boss who yells orders via an 
intermediary: “I once had a boss who would tell my manager to let 
me know to work on a project despite the fact that my office door was 
ten feet away and I could hear him. One time he even yelled it down 
the stairs to my manager, and my office was literally next to the stairs. 
To get around this, I started catching him on his breaks to make him 
explain his projects, and he learned to speak directly to me instead of 
the passive tactic he previously used.”

The other kind of screamer is the one who yells at employees, and 
often does so in front of other employees. You have to take this person 
head on, unless of course you enjoy being in an abusive situation. 
As I tell my coaching clients, no one deserves to be in a relationship 
where he is being abused and this is certainly one form of abuse. I’m 
not suggesting that you yell back, as this will only escalate the vol-
ume. Instead, I am recommending that you let this person know you 
will no longer stand there as he verbally abuses you. In private, tell 
the offender you are more apt to hear what he is saying if he speaks 
to you, rather than yells at you. Then be prepared to walk away the 
next time he reams you out in front of others, as this is one habit that 
is hard to break.

THE WORKAHOLIC

This is the boss who believes that, because she has no life, no one else 
deserves to have a life. She expects you to work evenings, weekends, 
and, in some cases, holidays. The best way to deal with a workaholic is 
to manage the expectations upfront. When you begin your job, arrive 
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and depart during normal office hours. Turn your Blackberry off in 
the evenings and on weekends, so your boss doesn’t get accustomed to 
being able to reach you after hours. Resist the temptation to respond to 
his or her e-mails on weekends, or this will become the new norm.

If you are already in this type of situation, I suggest that you pull 
back slowly. Begin by scaling back on your “home office” hours. Then 
work on leaving the office a bit earlier. Get yourself an outside life, so 
you have reasons to leave at a normal hour.

Choosing Your Weapon Carefully—
Strategies to Help You Survive a Bad Boss

There will be times in your career when you won’t be able to walk into 
your boss’s office and quit because of economic conditions or family 
obligations. The weapon you choose to deal with these types of bosses 
will depend on your tolerance level, your employability, and the gen-
eral job market. Here are some strategies that have helped me and 
others I know survive during tumultuous times.

Fly below the radar screen—Have you ever noticed that the kids who 
keep to themselves often avoid getting picked on in the schoolyard? 
The same holds true in the workplace. If you can manage to keep your 
head down and do your job (in spite of what is going on around you), 
you may be able to survive this boss until you either find a new job or 
your boss is promoted or terminated.

Ignore—Sometimes the best action is inaction. I have found that when 
employees refuse to acknowledge bullying bosses, those bosses turn 
their attention to others.

Pray—There is nothing wrong with prayer and meditation to get you 
through these types of situations. I spent many evenings meditat-
ing after a hard day at work with one of the lousiest bosses I’ve ever 
encountered. Eventually, I decided that I preferred to spend my eve-
nings taking salsa lessons. This is when I decided it was my time to 
find a job where meditation was a choice, not a requirement to get 
through my days.

Meet the boss head on—If you’ve got a bad boss, a bully grown up, 
then you may be best off meeting this person head on. You have to 
stand up for your rights, and those of the people you manage. Fail-
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ing to do so will result in the strengthening of this monster, making it 
extremely difficult to fend this person off.

What to Do When All Else Fails

Managers have only two options available to them when it comes to 
working with a bad boss. Deal with it or leave. Some of you may think 
you have a third choice—hanging in the “contamination zone.” This 
is where you’ll find people moaning and groaning about whatever is 
ailing them, in this case usually the boss. When you are in this zone, 
it’s virtually impossible to keep your feelings about your boss a secret. 
This means you can quickly taint the people who report to you. That’s 
why it’s important early on to decide whether you are going to deal 
with it or remove yourself from the situation.

Remember that there is power in numbers. You stand a better 
chance of ousting a bad boss if there are others in the organization 
who also feel abused or mismanaged. You will have to quietly gather 
your allies before approaching the person in charge of your boss or the 
board of directors. You will also need to come armed with evidence on 
how this is affecting productivity and, most importantly, profitability. 
You’ll need to feel very confident that something will be done, as there 
is a good chance your boss could declare war and you will most likely 
be the first one shot.

If you’ve reviewed many of the suggestions offered in this chapter 
and none of them feel right for you, then you know what you have 
to do. Just be sure to read Chapter 9, “Signs Your Time Is Up,” before 
resigning, to ensure you know exactly what to ask for on the way 
out.

How to Avoid Following in Your 
Bad Boss’s Footsteps

Why do you think there are so many bad bosses out there? Most likely, 
it’s because we learn from what we see. Rory Rowland of Rowland 
Consulting interviewed approximately 200 people for his book My Best 
Boss Ever and found that only about a third of the people he spoke with 
had experienced a great boss. Most rated their bosses as mediocre or 
poor. Think about it. You work for a boss who’s a jerk. You observe 
everything about him, rather than about his employees. Yet he’s the 
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guy driving the BMW, which he parks in a space reserved for him, 
while you ride the bus to work every day. You put two and two together 
and conclude that in order to achieve success like your boss, you have 
to act like your boss. And so the cycle continues. That is, it continues 
until you are lucky enough to work for an outstanding boss, one who 
demonstrates that it is possible to be a leader who is well respected, 
admired, and successful.

There are lots of ways to get to the same place. But at the end of 
the day, you have to live with yourself. Even in today’s sophisticated 
business climate, we see abusive bosses who manage to thrive in orga-
nizations in spite of, or perhaps because of, their abrasive management 
style. As a new generation takes over the leadership of firms, the values 
and beliefs of the workplace will shift. An abusive management style 
may no longer yield the same results. Most of you who are reading this 
book have just stepped into management. You have an opportunity to 
create a management revolution—it will be up to you to craft a work 
environment where lousy bosses need not apply. Like any revolution, 
the change must start with you.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM BAD BOSSES: 
HOW NOT TO MANAGE

Most of us have experienced or will experience what it is like to work 
for someone who falls far short of what we would consider an effective 
leader. Here are some stories from the trenches and lessons learned 
along the way.

1.	 Vanessa Jackson, principal of Matrix Human Resource Solutions, 
worked for a boss who liked to belittle people in front of their col-
leagues. She shared the following story with me. “I had to give 
a presentation for a group of mid-level staff managers (such as 
myself) and mispronouncedÂ€the name ofÂ€our company’s audi-
tors. My bossÂ€made fun of my mispronunciation in front of my 
colleagues and told me if I could not say the name correctly then 
there was no need for me to say it at all (meaning I would not 
facilitate further presentations, even though I had developed the 
presentation). Vanessa learned two things from this experience: 
anyone can get a little tongue-tied when she is under pressure 
and to “praise in public and give feedback/constructive criticism 
in private!”

2.	 Bosses who are self-centered seem to create memorable experi-
ences for their workers, for the wrong reasons. This is exemplified 
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by a boss who, at performance review time, said, “You surpassed 
every goal but I’m not giving you your bonus because it will 
impact mine.” Anecdote courtesy of Linda Konsta, president of 
LMK Associates/Sensible Human Resources Consulting.

3.	 Keep in mind that your success (and bonus) will be directly 
affected by your ability to achieve the goals for your manage-
ment group. It will be very difficult, if not impossible, to do so if 
most of what you do is about you and not about helping your 
employees succeed.

4.	 Harriett Cohen, owner of Training Solutions, returned to her con-
sulting firm after a two-year stint as a director for a company 
where she reported to the CEO and COO. Cohen provided me with 
a laundry list of poor management practices that she observed 
during her time with this company. One in particular caught my 
attention: “When I first started, my boss would ask if she could 
give me feedback, then she would ream me, asking, ‘What were 
you thinking? I know you weren’t thinking.’ After a few times, I 
got smart and said no thank you to the feedback.” Cohen added, 
“I’m in a very good place right now, while she is still making 
people miserable.”

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 Bad bosses come in a variety of flavors. Some are easier to digest 
than others. To keep your stomach from churning, you have to 
decide how you will deal with the situation or you have to remove 
yourself. Your decision about whether to stay or go will determine 
your course of action.

•	 Indecisiveness is not a trait highly valued in management. If 
you happen to have a boss with this syndrome, you will need 
to modify the way you manage this person. Always clarify what 
your boss is asking for and follow up in writing to ensure you are 
in agreement.

•	 Micromanagement is not about perfection; it is about lack of 
trust. The best way to manage a boss like this is to build trust. 
Do this by delivering what you promise and by identifying for 
your boss why it’s in her best interest to provide you with more 
autonomy.

•	 Discrimination in the workplace is real. If you are facing discrimi-
nation, determine your best course of action, which in many cases 
may not involve attorneys.
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•	 There are many strategies you can employ to help you cope with 
a bad boss while figuring out your next move. Strategies include 
flying below the radar screen, ignoring the situation, prayer and 
meditation, and taking the boss head on.

•	 When all else fails, you have the choice of bringing your concerns 
to those higher up in the organization—unless, of course, your 
boss is the organization.

•	 You are the next generation of managers. You have the power to 
start a management revolution, and to create work environments 
where lousy bosses are no longer tolerated.



Whatever you do to get noticed, first and foremost you have 
to be authentic. If you are an extrovert like me, be outgoing 
and friendly with your boss. Be someone he likes to have 
along. However, be careful of becoming successful at this 
too quickly, because others will notice. More than once in my 
career, I made some powerful enemies in my peer group and 
with my boss’s peers because I got too close to the boss.

Irrespective of your personality, as a manager you should 
make sure your people are getting credit! If they shine, 
you will shine. Now that you are in management, your 
evaluations are no longer based solely on your own 
performance. Your boss is going to judge you on the 
performance of your team. Every time you, as a manager, 
showcase your people, you are showcasing yourself.

Throughout my career, it was always about my people. The 
most successful people I saw at Coke Bottling celebrated the 
successes of their people with their boss. Anytime you have 
an opportunity to invite your boss to a meeting where your 
people will be recognized you should do so, even if you don’t 
think your boss will attend.

Dan Bowling
Managing Principal, Positive Workplace Solutions, LLC

Senior Lecturing Fellow at Duke Law School
Former Senior Vice President of Human 

Resources for Coca-Cola Enterprises
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C H A P T E R  FIVE

Toot Your Own Horn, 
So You Can Be Heard 
in a Sea of Cubicles

In today’s workplace, there is so much competition for attention that 
it may feel impossible to stand out and get noticed. So what can a 
new manager do to be heard above a sea of cubicles? You have to 

forget everything your mother ever taught you about not bragging! 
Pump up the volume and make enough noise so people in the organi-
zation know who you are and are aware of what you are accomplish-
ing. You don’t want to be obnoxious in promoting yourself, but others 
in the organization need to know your value, and they’re not likely to 
find out unless you make them aware.

Given the constant changes in corporate life—buyouts, downsiz-
ing, office closings—you simply must excel at keeping more than just 
your boss informed of your successes, as there is no guarantee she 
will be there tomorrow. This can be particularly challenging today, as 
executives are bombarded with text, e-mail, and voicemail messages, 
together with a full schedule of meetings, which leaves them little time 
to focus on you. That’s why you have to give them a reason to stop and 
pay attention. We’ll go into detail about how you can make this hap-
pen after we discuss why it will take more than one strong performance 
to separate yourself from the crowd.
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Why Your Performance Alone 
Won’t Take You to the Top

The hit show American Idol is a good example of how performance 
alone may not take you to the top. In this show, singers perform in 
front of judges and a television audience, competing to be the next 
breakthrough star. What makes this competition so interesting is that 
often the runner-up, or a finalist in the top ten, goes on to have a more 
successful career than the person crowned the winner. I believe much 
of this is due to how well the participants leverage their brand after 
the season ends.

Here’s an example. Can you guess the season three winner of 
American Idol from the following choices?

•	 John Stevens
•	 Fantasia Barrino
•	 Jennifer Hudson
•	 Jasmine Trias

The correct answer depends on how you define “winner.” While 
Fantasia Barrino was the official winner of American Idol, many might 
argue that the real winner was Jennifer Hudson. And she has the Oscar 
to prove it. If you’ve ever heard Hudson sing, you know she has no 
problems being heard.

Now think of colleagues or people you know who have done great 
work, yet never made it to the top of their profession. At the same time, 
you can probably list a number of average or even poor performers 
who seemed to get promoted in spite of themselves. These people have 
built a fan base, and I can guarantee it didn’t happen without some 
noisemaking.

Playing in Harmony

Have you ever noticed how the sounds of the quieter instruments in 
the orchestra resonate, even after the performance is over? My ears 
perk up when I hear the sweet sounds of the piccolo playing gently in 
the background, whereas I usually tune out the louder instruments, 
like the tuba.
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As Dan Bowling points out, sometimes the best way to get noticed 
is to sit quietly in the background while those around you take center 
stage. Of course, as a manager you have to make sure you orches-
trate this move so your people have a platform where they can shine. 
Allowing your direct reports to be heard and recognized is one of the 
most effective ways to toot your own horn as a manager. If you do this 
consistently, others will begin to notice that your people seem to always 
be playing in harmony. You will be recognized as a strong leader who 
can motivate her people to perform beautifully and can change tunes 
at the drop of a hat.

Some Common Myths about Self-Promotion

The sooner you bust through these common myths about self-promo-
tion, the quicker you will be noticed.

MYTH #1: YOUR WORK SPEAKS FOR ITSELF

If all you needed to get noticed was great work, why is it that so many 
great artists never became famous until they died? Your work is just 
your work, until someone takes notice. If you want it to be in this life-
time, then you will have to attract attention. We’ll discuss exactly how 
to do this in this chapter.

MYTH #2: YOU DON’T HAVE TO BRAG BECAUSE 
OTHER PEOPLE WILL DO IT FOR YOU

I know lots of people who are still waiting around for someone to 
recognize them for work they have completed months and in some 
cases years ago. I suspect they are waiting at the dock for a ship that 
will never come in. You have to take charge of your own publicity 
campaign. In her book Brag! The Art of Tooting Your Own Horn Without 
Blowing It, author Peggy Klaus writes, “No one is going to have your 
interests at heart the way you do. No one will ever tell your story and 
get people excited about you like you can. Plus, nine times out of ten, 
when those to whom you report talk positively about your work to 
others, it’s usually because there is something in it for them. Unfortu-
nately, the accolade is framed in such a way as to bolster them, more 
than you!”
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I couldn’t agree more with Klaus. I’ve always told my own stories 
and have never relied on anyone to do so on my behalf. I may not get 
every word right, but I certainly make up for it by the way I deliver 
my messages.

MYTH #3: PATTING YOURSELF ON THE BACK IS ONLY 
APPROPRIATE DURING PERFORMANCE REVIEW TIME

Many people put together a list of their accomplishments only at 
review time. This may occur because nothing outstanding appears to 
be happening throughout the year. The key word here is appears, as 
most likely you are making huge strides as you knock off goal after 
goal. The unfortunate thing is that you (and perhaps a loved one) are 
the only ones who know about it.

Most layoffs don’t fall conveniently at review time. If the last great 
thing your boss knows about happened nine months ago, you may be 
chopped before you’ve had an opportunity to present your accomplish-
ments. Self-promotion year round is necessary, so you remain one of 
“the keepers” all year long.

MYTH #4: IT’S NOT LADYLIKE TO BRAG

Women have been conditioned to believe that it’s poor manners to 
brag. So for years, they have stood back while their male counter-
parts shared their success stories with anyone who would listen. Today, 
women are competing at the same level as men, and, therefore, it is 
necessary to play by the same rules, which include letting others in the 
organization know what a valuable resource you are to the firm.

MYTH #5: HUMBLENESS IS A VALUED TRAIT

As children, we learn the importance of being humble. We are taught 
not to brag about our family’s financial status or to gloat about all 
the trophies or medals we’ve acquired in sport-related activities. Being 
understated may be fine when you are a child, but will it get you ahead 
as an adult? In most situations, the answer is no. Why? Because while 
you are being humble, others are banging the drum loudly regarding 
their latest accomplishments. You fade into the background, while they 
take center stage.
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MYTH #6: PEOPLE WON’T LIKE YOU IF YOU BRAG

I recently rode home from New York City with a colleague. During 
our three-and-a-half-hour drive, I learned a great deal about her that 
made me like her even more than I had before we’d taken that drive. 
She had accomplished so much in her career, yet had never shared this 
information with me or with her prospects. She had taken risks that few 
of us would have been brave enough to try, and she had some funny 
stories to prove it. If she didn’t toot her own horn while driving home, 
I would not have discovered this part of her personality.

Think about those accomplishments you may never have shared 
with others. How would others perceive you if you showed them a part 
of you that you’ve withheld for years? Would you be considered more 
of a risk taker? Would they have more respect for you? Would you 
perhaps be viewed as a viable candidate for an overseas assignment? 
Imagine all the possibilities that might unfold if you simply let people 
know why you are unique.

Bad Bragging versus Good Bragging 
(There Is a Difference)

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines the verb “brag” as “to talk 
boastfully.” Is this really the type of behavior we want to embrace?

In an interview by Shari Lifland of the American Management 
Association, Peggy Klaus, author of Brag! The Art of Tooting Your Own 
Horn Without Blowing It, does an outstanding job of differentiating 
between bad and good bragging. Klaus notes that if “we all acted like 
big blowhards, our clients and coworkers would make a mad dash 
for the door. That kind of behavior is bad bragging. Good bragging 
is completely different; it’s highlighting a few memorable tidbits of 
information about yourself in an interesting and entertaining story 
expressed with passion and delight.”

Here are three common bragging mistakes found in the work-
place:

1.	 Bad timing—Don’t brag about the new overseas assignment 
you’ve received when your colleague has been transferred to the 
least desirable location imaginable. You never know. This person 
could one day be your boss, and may choose to get even.
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2.	 Insensitivity to priorities—Wait to brag to your boss until she 
is relaxed and you have her full attention. Updating your boss 
after she has spent the weekend completing a huge project is a 
big mistake—if all she can think about is going home to get some 
sleep yet you insist on taking this moment to fill her in on all your 
accomplishments, how do you think the scenario will play out? 
I’m guessing not well.

3.	 Too many potatoes and not enough meat—Don’t tell the boss 
about everything you do; reserve your bragging for the juicy stuff. 
If you over-inform, your boss will eventually tune you out, as she 
searches for a reason to take this conversation off her plate.

Becoming a Person of Interest

I often hear people say they would have no problems promoting them-
selves if only they had something worth promoting. Most of us have 
plenty to brag about, we just may need some help to bring these ideas 
to the forefront of our brains.

Here are some questions you can ask yourself to get your brain 
waves moving in the right direction. Refer to the sidebar on page sixty 
for more questions to spur self-promotion.

1.	 What three things have you done in your life that you are 
extremely proud of? (Hint: Have you traveled extensively? Have 
you done volunteer work? Did you pay for your own schooling? 
Have you applied for a patent? Did you achieve a milestone in 
your career before most of your peers? Have you made a differ-
ence in someone’s life?)

2.	 What have you accomplished that you haven’t readily shared 
with others?

3.	 What are three things you would say about yourself that dem-
onstrate the value you bring to the organization? What are three 
things your colleagues would name about your contributions?

4.	 What projects have you worked on in the past (or you are cur-
rently working on) that showcase your talent?

5.	 What awards have you received both in and outside the work-
place?

6.	 What are some of your aspirations? (Hint: Are you attending 
graduate school? Are you participating in a local theatre group? 
Are you learning to speak a foreign language?)
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7.	 What do you think is your strongest asset, and how might you 
continue to fine-tune your skills?

Five Ways to Toot Your Horn 
So Your Work Is Noticed

Let’s talk about ways to make certain your work is noticed, now that 
you have a better sense of why it’s in your best interest to master the 
art of Strategic Bragging™ and you’ve taken the time to determine 
your unique value proposition.

1.	 Storytelling—Everyone loves a story, particularly a good story. 
Think about how you can weave what you’d like to brag about 
into a story. For example, when I completed my MBA, I quit my 
job and traveled around the world by myself for an entire year. 
I had some amazing experiences along the way. There, I just 
used Strategic Bragging™ to tell you about three things in my life 
without boasting. You now know I have an MBA, that I’m a world 
traveler who has experienced many cultures firsthand, and that 
I’m a risk taker. But my presentation is much more interesting 
than if I had simply listed those three items.

I told this story when I was applying for a position as a direc-
tor of human resources in an organization with a very diverse 
workforce. The hiring manager, who eventually became my boss, 
was impressed that I was able to relate easily to people of differ-
ent nationalities, and that it was likely I had spent time in their 
country at some point in my travels. He also perceived me as a 
risk taker and a real go-getter, which were traits highly valued in 
the organization.

2.	 Deliver with confidence—It’s all about the delivery. Have you 
ever noticed how some people look down while they are talking 
about themselves, or their voice suddenly becomes hard to hear? 
Conviction and confidence are vital when you are promoting 
yourself. After all, if you don’t believe what you are saying, what 
makes you think others will?

This may take some practice. Fortunately, the price of video 
cameras has come down dramatically. Buy yourself a Flip Video 
camera and have someone tape you as you deliver your story. 
Then play it back. How well did you project your voice? Did you 
come across as believable? Did you maintain eye contact when 
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you got to the most boastful part of your story? Keep practicing 
until your delivery matches the excellence of your story.

3.	 Create a master list of boastful moments—It’s hard to remem-
ber all those great things you’ve accomplished, particularly as 
you get older and add more items to the list. That’s why I recom-
mend keeping a list on your computer. This way you can easily 
retrieve stories when you need them.

For example, suppose you are going to be driving to a confer-
ence with your boss and the vice president of your division. What 
would you like the VP to know about you that she may not be 
aware of? Is there something you can throw into the conversation 
naturally that would put you in a good light? If the conference 
you are attending is on the use of social media, for instance, 
do you have examples of how you have successfully used social 
media to build community? Perhaps you have done this with your 
son’s scout group. Or maybe you have been an expert blogger for 
a well-known website like Fast Company. This certainly would 
be of interest, given the topic of the conference. And who knows, 
after the conference the VP may invite you to participate on the 
highly visible task force she is assembling to leverage social media 
and build profitability.

4.	 Lead, don’t just follow—Many people join associations, yet few 
get involved. Here you have an opportunity to shine within your 
industry, which will get you noticed by more than just your boss. 
Identify one organization and make a commitment to do more 
than show up for the monthly meetings. Become active on com-
mittees like membership or get involved in programs that offer 
high visibility. As a long-term goal, consider becoming the presi-
dent, which will really get you noticed!

5.	 Volunteer for highly visible projects within your own organi-
zation—Let’s face it. In just about every organization, the CEO 
has a cause that he or she volunteers employees to join. In your 
company it may be United Way, or perhaps it’s a walk to stamp 
out hunger. Someone is going to be assigned to lead this cause, so 
why not make sure that someone is you? This will give you direct 
access to the corner office and allow you to demonstrate that 
you are capable of leading a high-profile initiative. Of course, 
it doesn’t hurt that this campaign is near and dear to the heart 
of the person who ultimately controls how far you will go in the 
organization.

Another way to make yourself stand out in the crowd is to 
seek out opportunities to join company initiatives that require 
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representatives from a number of departments. Remember, vis-
ibility is the name of the game. We talked earlier about why 
it’s important to get the attention of those other than your boss, 
particularly when the economy is a bit shaky. Volunteer to be 
the liaison between the team and management so you have the 
opportunity to present your findings to those higher up in the 
organization.

6.	 Keep your boss updated on your accomplishments—The key 
here is to figure out your boss’s communication preferences and to 
use this information to share your accomplishments. If you have 
a boss who prefers monthly reports, then at the end of the month 
send him a tally of progress under your direction. Be sure to avoid 
bombarding your manager with snippets of self-promotion; oth-
erwise, your memos will soon be deleted before they are even 
read. Here is where being succinct comes into play. Tell your boss 
what you have to say and nothing more. If more information is 
needed, you will be asked to provide it.

You’ll know you’ve mastered the art of tooting your own horn when 
your boss applauds your efforts and asks you to share more.

SAGE ADVICE FROM EXPERT STORYTELLER SALLY STRACKBEIN

Mention the word “brag” to most people and watch them shrink back 
in horror. Common bragging is something only obnoxious, self-cen-
tered people do. But how do you get ahead if no one knows about your 
accomplishments? Unlike the common brag, Strategic Bragging™ is 
the art of telling your success stories so that people say, “Tell me more.” 
No one wants to hear, “Yay me. I’m great. Look at me!” But everyone 
wants to hear a good story with a happy ending. It’s all in how you 
weave your tale. An interesting brag story begins with a bit of scene 
setting, just like in the movies. Do this in only a sentence or two. Then 
explain what problem you solved, how you solved it, and the results 
you got. The key is to listen to other people first, and when they ask 
about you, say, “For example,” and tell your story.

BRAG! TAKE THE SELF-EVALUATION QUESTIONNAIRE

Author Peggy Klaus offers valuable questions designed to get you pro-
moting yourself effectively in her book BRAG! The Art of Tooting Your 
Own Horn Without Blowing It (2003). Don’t feel that you have to answer 
these questions in order. You can start anywhere and skip around. As 
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you move through the questions, you’ll likely think of things you might 
have overlooked when answering earlier ones. In fact, you’ll probably 
want to go over your responses again after you have completed the 
evaluation. Remember, the more time you put into this exercise, and 
the more specific details you provide, the easier it will be to create brag 
bites and bragologues that will be crystal clear and interesting to those 
who don’t already know you well.

1.	 What would you and others say are five of your personality 
pluses?

2.	 What are the ten most interesting things you have done or that 
have happened to you?

3.	 What do you do for a living and how did you end up doing it?
4.	 What do you like/love about your current job/career?
5.	 How does your job/career use your skills and talents, and what 

projects are you working on right now that best showcase them?
6.	 What career successes are you most proud of having accomplished 

(from current position and past jobs)?
7.	 What new skills have you learned in the last year?
8.	 What obstacles have you overcome to get where you are today, 

both professionally and personally, and what essential lessons 
have you learned from some of your mistakes?

9.	 What training/education have you completed and what did you 
gain from those experiences?

10.	 What professional organizations are you associated with and in 
what ways—member, board, treasurer, or the like?

11.	 How do you spend your time outside of work, including hobbies, 
interests, sports, family, and volunteer activities?

12.	 In what ways are you making a difference in people’s lives?

© 2003 Peggy Klaus and Associates. All rights reserved.
Used with permission of Hachette Book Group.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 When trying to get noticed, first and foremost you have to be 
authentic. If you are not, you’ll be uncomfortable doing so and 
will most likely stop, which will affect your ability to gain the 
resources needed to continue to support both your people and 
yourself.
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•	 Pump up the volume! Forget about what you’ve learned at home 
or what others have told you about bragging. You have to make 
enough noise so people in the organization take notice of who 
you are and what you are able to accomplish.

•	 Your performance alone won’t take you to the top. You may be 
the best singer in the room, but no one will know this if you never 
open your mouth.

•	 Showcase your people. When they look good, you look fantas-
tic!

•	 Myths about self-promotion are just that—myths. No one ever got 
ahead or obtained more resources for their people by following a 
set of rules that no longer make sense in today’s workplace. Take 
ownership for your own PR by letting others know about your 
work and the work of your people, and do so all year long. If 
anyone has a problem with this, be sure to loan him this book!

•	 Ladies (and I do mean ladies), your mother was wrong. Women 
have been conditioned to believe that it is not ladylike to brag. 
I say brag away if you want to play on the same field as your 
male counterparts.

•	 Timing is everything. Take stock of what is going on around you 
before sharing your latest victory. The last thing you want to do 
is trumpet great news when those around you appear to be hav-
ing a tough day.

•	 Unfortunately, Storytelling 101 is not usually offered at most uni-
versities. That means you are going to have to fine-tune this skill 
on your own. The Brag! Take the Self-Evaluation Questionnaire 
sidebar will help get you started.
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Employees are an asset to us and have incredible value. For 
[my company] Six Red Marbles, salaries and benefits are 95 
percent of my total expenses. That’s a big investment! I love 
it when folks approach me about their position—whether 
it’s to adjust their position and/or ask for a raise. It usually 
means they value their position and want to invest further in 
Six Red Marbles.

When asking for a raise, I believe it is important to be 
prepared before entering my office. This means being able 
to fully explain why you feel you deserve more money. 
Specifically, what additional value have you added for the 
company? Be prepared to share examples, such as how you 
may have gotten us out of a jam, if you dealt with a tricky 
client situation that had a positive outcome or if you stepped 
outside of your role to work on something that could have 
been trouble.

Always ask! Do not expect me to give you permission to ask 
for a raise. Just do it. If you feel you have a good reason, 
ask! As an executive, I have always appreciated folks who 
understand their value and are not afraid to approach me to 
talk with me about it.

Sarah White
President, Chief Innovation Officer

Six Red Marbles
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C H A P T E R  SIX

Please, Sir, Can I 
Have Some More? 
How to Ask for a Raise  
and Actually Get It

For many people, asking for a raise feels like begging. You go into 
the boss’s office, fall onto your knees, and plead your case. If you 
are lucky, a few scraps are thrown your way. Those who aren’t as 

fortunate exit with nothing but lost pride to show for their efforts.
Asking for a raise does not have to be this way, nor should it feel 

like begging. There may be times in your life when it is quite appro-
priate to ask your boss for a raise (see the sidebar on page sixty-six). 
Asking doesn’t guarantee that you will get a raise, of course, but not 
asking may ensure that you don’t receive more money. Yes, I am aware 
there are policies about when employees are eligible for pay increases, 
but these rules are broken every day. How do I know this? Because I 
was once the person responsible for processing these pay raises. It’s 
never easy to ask for a raise, and in tough economic times it feels even 
harder. However, you are the one who is ultimately responsible for your 
earnings. Rarely will you get more than one chance to plead your case, 
so be sure to make the most of this opportunity.

Are Annual Reviews No Longer Annual?

In entrepreneurial organizations, the idea of an annual review may 
be so yesterday; before asking for yours, make sure that the concept 
is even alive in your firm. “In entrepreneurial companies, the idea of 
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yearly raises can be seen as negative. I like to see people motivated 
by progress and accomplishment. I am more likely to give someone 
a raise for work well done over a period of time, whether that’s three 
months or two years,” states Sarah White, founder, president, and chief 
innovation officer at Six Red Marbles. Larger firms seem to be more 
systematic in their approach toward compensation. So much so, that 
over time these raises feel more like cost of living increases.

When tough economic times hit, many companies skip annual 
pay increases altogether to keep expenses in check. Usually, the com-
pany will announce a salary freeze. However, it has been my experi-
ence that executives will find the money if it appears they may be at 
risk of losing a valuable employee.

WHY NOW IS THE TIME TO ASK FOR A RAISE

Here are situations where you should feel quite comfortable asking for 
more money:

Bait and switch—The job is significantly more work than what was 
described when you were interviewing.

Atlas in the workplace—The weight of the department is on your 
back, now that half the staff has been eliminated.

Cashing in on promises—You accepted your current compensation 
under the premise that an adjustment would be made at a specific 
point in time. That time has passed.

You hit a homerun—You just hit the project out of the park and the 
fans are cheering. Negotiate for better terms while you are still consid-
ered a superstar.

Relocation blues—You’ve volunteered to move to the one office that 
no one wants to work in. You are in a great position to ask for more 
money, especially if the company doesn’t have anyone else willing to 
go.

Below market—Certain fields may heat up due to supply and demand. 
If you know for a fact that you are paid below market rate, then con-
sider asking for an adjustment to bring you in line with current com-
pensation levels.

I remember the first time I approached my boss for a raise. I was 
nineteen years old and was working for a law firm in an entry-level 
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administrative role. It took all the courage I could muster to go into the 
attorney’s office and ask him for ten more dollars a week. He said it was 
fine, and I walked out thinking, that wasn’t so bad. I later regretted not 
asking for more! The attorney knew he was getting his money’s worth 
and I quite frankly was clueless as to my worth. Still, I was proud that 
I at least had the guts to approach this difficult subject. In doing so, I 
also added a new skill to my portfolio—asking for a pay raise.

What You Need to Do Before 
You Ask for a Raise

Preparation, planning, and timing are equally important when asking 
for a pay raise, along with the right attitude. Let’s begin with prepara-
tion. The first step toward getting a raise is preparing the documen-
tation you will need to support your case. Following are some types 
of information you should arm yourself with before you make your 
pitch.

KNOW YOUR WORTH

To avoid making the mistake I made, know your worth. This is quite 
easy to do today because you can use online resources. Some of my 
favorites are sites like Payscale.com or Salary.com. However, like most 
things in life, you get what you pay for. As of this writing, these sites are 
free. Therefore, you have no idea how frequently the data is updated, 
nor can you perfectly match your job to the jobs in the database. (Note: 
when employers search for compensation information, they often hire 
a third-party consulting firm who has the expertise to fully match the 
job, as job titles can be misleading. These firms also look at informa-
tion from various surveys and age the data so the salary information 
being given to the employer reflects current conditions.)

Unless you are an expert in compensation, you will most likely 
not be able to correctly interpret the salary data given by these online 
sites or salary surveys. Here’s what I mean by this. Suppose you go 
onto Salary.com and you find that the median salary for your job is 
$52,000 per year. The majority of people would print out this sheet of 
paper and march right into their boss’s office demanding an increase. 
Of course, most people would also look like fools doing this. Here’s why. 
Most people do not look at the minimum of the range, even though as 
a new manager, this is exactly where they would fit in. Instead, they 
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focus on the midpoint, which is where an employee who is fully com-
petent in his position would fit. Most employees will need five years of 
experience in the position to reach the midpoint.

It is certainly helpful to be familiar with the range of salaries 
being paid to people in your field, just be sure you are looking at the 
right data point. That is why I recommend you use general online 
information as only one of many data points.

Many associations conduct salary surveys with their members to 
keep the membership informed of current pay practices. The results are 
usually free for participants and those who are paid members. This is 
yet another reason to become involved with an association. As with 
online surveys, keep in mind that your mileage may vary. People who 
are significantly more experienced will have their data mixed in with 
data from less experienced people like you.

Another way to determine your worth is to place a few calls to 
executive recruiters. Provide them with information about your posi-
tion and your background, and ask them what other opportunities 
are out there for someone with your skills. Ask the recruiter what type 
of pay range someone with your experience should expect. Do not be 
surprised if he immediately tells you that you are being underpaid. 
Keep in mind that a recruiter’s job is to get you to make a move to 
another company; if you stay where you are he won’t receive a com-
mission. You are less likely to leave your employer if you are feeling 
well compensated.

KNOW YOUR VALUE

There is a difference between worth and value. Suppose you are the 
only person who can manage a particular function for your organiza-
tion and that you also possess a unique set of skills that are extremely 
hard to find. This makes you much more valuable than someone who 
is one manager in a sea of thousands of managers, all of whom could 
easily be replaced tomorrow.

It’s your job to remind your boss of the value you bring to the 
organization. Be prepared to explain what you have done for the com-
pany lately, and don’t forget to do so using dollars and cents. Here is an 
example: suppose your department is responsible for recruiting sales 
professionals for a particular division. In the last three months, you 
have managed to save more than $100,000 in recruitment fees because 
of the social networking program you put in place six months earlier. 
Your contribution to the organization’s bottom line is now evident. Use 
this information (or similar statistics) to demonstrate how you have 
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earned your salary and then some. See what I mean? This hard data 
certainly has more impact than simply telling the boss you have saved 
some money on recruitment and you’d like a share of the savings.

If your achievements haven’t resulted in dollar gains for the com-
pany, figure out the best way to illustrate the value of what you’ve 
done. Have you taken on work that lightened your boss’s workload? 
Have you contributed to projects that improved the image of your 
company or helped avert a major public relations crisis? Do you have 
testimonials from clients who have raved about you?

INCREASE YOUR VALUE

Maybe you haven’t gotten to the point yet where you are overseeing 
projects that are perceived as high value by the company. That doesn’t 
mean you can’t increase your value. You can do so by increasing your 
knowledge. Enroll in an advanced degree program. Or pursue a certi-
fication that is highly valued in your field. (Note: Do your homework 
before pursing a specific certification. Becoming a certified seat warmer 
may be highly valued by other members in your association, but may 
be unfamiliar and therefore not highly valued by those making hir-
ing and compensation decisions.) Attend seminars that will help you 
improve your skills and knowledge. This will help you demonstrate to 
your boss that you are someone worth keeping.

Planning for the Conversation

Remember when you were a kid and you blurted things out just to get 
the conversation over with? Do not try this approach when asking for 
a raise, as most bosses do not like surprises. These types of conversa-
tions go better when you have a well-thought-out plan. Consider the 
logistics. Is it better to meet off-site with your boss so there are fewer 
interruptions? Is there a better time of year for you to have this con-
versation? For example, if you work in an accounting firm, anytime 
between January and April 15th would be off limits for this type of 
conversation, as the company requires all hands on deck to support 
clients during tax season. Are there particular times when your boss 
seems more approachable? Are Fridays at lunchtime more relaxed, or 
is it better to meet with your boss in the morning, before she is pulled 
in a thousand different directions?
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Timing Is Everything: The Best 
Times to Ask for a Raise

Picking a time to ask for a raise is a lot like attempting to pass a truck 
on the highway. Once you know you have the power necessary to do 
so, you have to wait for just the right moment to make your move. 
When you see an opening, you’ve got to take it, or it may be some time 
before you can attempt to get ahead again.

It is best to try to time your meeting for right after the company 
has announced some good financial news. This will leave your boss 
with one less reason to dismiss your request. Mondays tend to be crazy 
days for people, so consider this before requesting a meeting then. The 
same may be true of Fridays, as your boss may be more focused on 
leaving the office in time to catch the 5:00 P.M. ferry home.

In a tough economy, it may never feel like the right time to ask, 
but that shouldn’t prevent you from giving it a go. Most likely, you are 
now being asked to do significantly more work, with fewer resources. 
The firm may have cut back people, but that doesn’t necessarily mean 
there are no funds for those individuals the company cannot afford to 
lose. This brings me to the subject of attitude.

Attitude

You must believe that you are deserving of this raise, or others will see 
through your façade. This is where confidence comes into play. It is not 
good enough to be good. You have to be outstanding to receive a raise 
between review cycles. If you’ve just been promoted, then chances are 
you are good at what you do. Polish up your presentation and walk 
into the room with confidence. Don’t be completely surprised if the 
answer you receive is a yes!

Leave your emotions at the door when you walk in and ask for 
a raise. The boss expects results, not drama. Refrain from using your 
personal situation to appeal for more money. The fact that you’ve now 
got two more mouths to feed is not the issue here, nor is it your boss’s 
problem.

No matter how heated the discussion may get, don’t bring up 
the fact that you know that two other managers recently received pay 
increases, even though it wasn’t time for their annual review or you 
may be escorted out of the boss’s office before you complete your sen-
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tence. Stick to the facts (the list of documentation you put together 
supporting your request), and you should be fine.

Money Isn’t Everything: How to 
Increase Your Standard of Living 
without Costing Your Boss a Dime

So what do you do if you receive a “no” to your request for a raise? Sure, 
you can stomp out of the room. Or, you can choose to come back with 
a request for items that will improve your standard of living without 
increasing the boss’s payroll. Here are some ideas worth considering.

Ask for more vacation time—My mentor, Alan Weiss, defines wealth 
as “discretionary time,” and I couldn’t agree more. I know plenty of 
people earning six figures who have absolutely no life. That’s because 
they have to put in extreme numbers of hours in order to stay at this 
earning level. Maybe at some point you will actually thank your boss 
for turning down your request!

So, here’s the thing. Vacation time is something often negotiated at the 
time of hire. Perhaps you didn’t know that and therefore you took what 
was offered. But that doesn’t mean this item is no longer negotiable. 
See if you can get your boss to provide you with additional paid time 
off or, if need be, even unpaid vacation, so you have time you can use 
to enrich your life.

Reimbursement of college tuition and fees—Here’s another hidden 
secret. The company policy may say that the company will reimburse a 
given amount for college or graduate classes, but that amount may dif-
fer depending on the deal you’ve structured. I’ve personally benefited 
from this “non-policy.” When I was first promoted into management 
as the director of human resources, I was given a salary significantly 
lower than my former boss, whose job I took. I was okay with that, as 
I did not have the experience she had (actually, I had no experience). 
Eventually, I was able to negotiate full reimbursement for my MBA 
classes, which I attended in the evenings. This turned out to be a win-
win for all. I was learning new things, which I brought to the job every 
day, improving my value (and marketability), and my employer was 
saving thousands of dollars in payroll costs.
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If you are interested in pursuing additional education, consider asking 
for reimbursement for more than what’s written in company policy 
if the standard reimbursement isn’t enough to cover your education. 
Don’t forget about outside seminars and conferences. Three days in 
Miami during the freezing winter months may actually feel a lot better 
than cold hard cash.

Ask for a title—Who says titles don’t matter? Of course they do. Oth-
erwise, we would only be assigned employee numbers. In many orga-
nizations, titles dictate the size of your office, the percentage of your 
participation in bonus pools, the amount of administrative support 
you are entitled to, as well as other perks like expense accounts and 
reserved parking. Titles can also set you up for higher salaries down 
the road, should you find yourself back in the job market. Have some 
titles in your back pocket in case the boss asks you what title you think 
would be most appropriate.

Permission to telecommute—If you are one of the hundreds of thou-
sands of people stuck on the freeways every day, perhaps this is an 
opportunity to exit the mad road race. Ask your boss for permission 
to telecommute several days a week. Remember what I said about 
discretionary time and wealth? If she approves, you’ve just deposited 
a few hours in your bank account.

What Not to Do

I hope you won’t need this information, but it’s always good to be pre-
pared, in case you don’t receive what you ask for. Don’t tell your boss 
you will quit unless you get more money or he may call your bluff. “In 
my experience, once the ‘I have another job opportunity’ is tossed into 
the ring, most folks have already decided to make a change. I would 
have preferred to chat earlier, when discontent started to settle,” says 
Sarah White. Refrain from telling the boss you’ve received a higher 
offer from another firm if this is not true, or you may find yourself 
packing for your imaginary new job.

If you are looking for other ways to not ask for a raise, take a look 
at the sidebar, How Not to Ask for a Raise.
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HOW NOT TO ASK FOR A RAISE

According to a survey by Accountemps, a nationwide temporary staff-
ing service for accounting, finance, and bookkeeping professionals, 
managers were asked, “What are the most unusual reasons you’ve ever 
heard of employees giving for why they deserve a raise or promotion?” 
Here are some of the responses:

•	 “It’d be good for morale.”
•	 “A friend at another company just got the same amount I’m 

asking for.”
•	 “I’ve been trying to earn six figures all my life.”
•	 “I need to pay for my child’s private schooling.”
•	 “My condominium assessment has gone up.”
•	 “I may not be productive, but I come in every day.”
•	 “My uncle has a senior position in this company.”
•	 “I need more money because I want a new car with leather 

seats.”
•	 “My husband thinks I should be paid more.”
•	 “I come to work each day and no one else does.”
•	 “My wife is now earning much more than me.”
•	 “I’ve had it with my neighborhood and need to move up.”
•	 “I’ve stopped eating my lunch due to my heavy workload.”
•	 “If I earned more, I could give to some very important 

charities.”
•	 “I want to start a bird farm.”
•	 “I just thought it was about time I asked.”

Used with permission from Accountemps.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 Don’t wait for permission to ask for a raise. Ask when you believe 
you have a good reason to ask.

•	 Asking doesn’t guarantee you will get a raise, but not asking may 
ensure you don’t receive more money.
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•	 There may be certain times when asking for more money feels 
more comfortable. Examples of these situations include when you 
are asked to carry the weight of the department after a reduction-
in-force, you’ve been promised a salary adjustment that has yet 
to materialize, or you hit a homerun with a project that is of high 
value to the organization.

•	 Preparation, planning, and timing are equally important when 
asking for a pay raise, along with the right attitude.

•	 Preparation is key when it comes to requesting a raise. You need 
to be fully prepared to explain why you deserve a raise before 
entering into this conversation with your boss.

•	 Know your worth. Online sites such as Payscale.com and Salary.
com are good resources that can provide you with some idea of 
going rates. Keep in mind, the numbers provided are ranges and 
may not necessarily reflect your current level of experience. You 
should also contact headhunters in your field to find out the going 
rate for your position.

•	 It’s your job to remind your boss of the value you bring to the 
organization. Be prepared to fully explain how your contributions 
have positively affected the company’s bottom line or how you 
have made your boss’s life significantly easier.

•	 Timing is everything. Select a time when your boss is most 
approachable and is most likely to say yes!

•	 You’ve got to believe you are deserving of this raise or others 
will see through your facade. Be confident and ask for what you 
believe you deserve.

•	 There are numerous ways to raise your standard of living that 
may be more palatable than a salary increase. Ideas include ask-
ing for more paid time off, additional tuition reimbursement, a 
new title, and permission to telecommute.

•	 When making a request for a raise, frame it in a way that shows 
your employer why it is in the company’s best interest to comply 
with your request. Saying things like, “I want a raise so I can 
afford a new car,” isn’t likely to result in a pay increase, especially 
when your job doesn’t entail driving. Keep the focus on why giv-
ing you a raise is in the best interest of the company and you are 
much more likely to have your request granted.



Whenever you are faced with a situation that may at first 
feel unethical, it is best to presume good intent. Maybe 
you are misunderstanding what you are being told or the 
person who is asking you to do something may not realize 
there is another way to achieve the same outcome. Making 
a clarifying statement such as, “Help me understand what 
you are trying to accomplish,” or asking a question like, 
“What is the problem you are trying to resolve?” will help 
you to determine your course of action. You might be able 
to provide a solution that is aboveboard. If the request 
is outside your belief system or it’s really terrible, then 
you have an obligation to report it. If this behavior is the 
company’s norm, then you have to get out.

It is important to note that staying true to yourself is not 
just about remaining ethical. Working in an environment 
where people are not treated in a way that aligns with your 
own values seems to be more common than criminal actions 
that are clearly wrong. I have to work for a place where 
my values line up—a place where people are treated in a 
respectful manner.

Susan Grafton
Vice President, Controller, and Chief Accounting Officer

Best Buy
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C H A P T E R  SEVEN

Mirror, Mirror, 
on the Wall
Staying True to Yourself

Leaders find themselves in circumstances that bring their values 
into play quite often. An example of this is when a manager 
encounters a situation that appears to be unethical. The direction 

he chooses could change his life forever. Or he may need to tell the 
boss she is wrong, something no one in the history of her tenure at the 
company has ever done.

As experienced managers can attest, you most likely will encoun-
ter situations where you will be forced to decide whether you will look 
the other way or face the situation head on. The decisions you make 
regarding these situations will mold who you become as both a leader 
and a person.

It is helpful to examine some of the more common situations 
faced by those who have come before you so you are fully prepared to 
handle whatever may come your way. It’s also best to do this when you 
aren’t facing the pressure that occurs when fantasy becomes reality.

All that Glitters May Not Be Gold—
Sticky Situations Managers Face

As the former HR careers expert for Monster.com, I am personally 
aware of the many types of sticky situations managers face daily. In 
my role as an expert, I challenged our readers to think through all the 
possible outcomes before coming to a decision about what was right 



78	 Managing UP

for them. I will do the same here so you have a process you can follow 
if you are faced with similar situations.

SITUATION NUMBER 1: I KNOW MY 
BOSS IS LOOKING FOR A JOB

This situation can be a tough one for new managers, as you expect you 
will be the one who leaves your boss and not vice versa. But bosses are 
people too (even though there may be moments when you question 
this), and there will be times when it makes sense for your manager 
to find another opportunity (See Chapter 9—Seven Signs Your Time Is 
Up).

Before deciding on your next move, ask yourself the following 
questions:

•	 What’s my evidence that my boss is actively searching for a new 
job?

•	 Why is this a problem?
•	 Will my boss’s exit leave the organization in a particularly vulner-

able position if the company finds out later, rather than sooner?
•	 If it’s not going to damage the organization, how can I use this 

information to position myself to be his or her replacement?
•	 How would I want others to handle this matter if I were in the 

boss’s situation?

Now that you have answered these questions, it should be clear to 
you how to proceed. For example, if the only evidence you have that 
your boss is looking for work is hearsay, then it’s best to do nothing. 
Rumors swirl all the time about people’s comings and goings, and you 
certainly do not want to be perceived as someone who participates in 
the rumor mill. Or, if there will be no impact on the company should 
higher-level executives find out later, rather than sooner, the outcome 
speaks for itself. But what if saying nothing will damage the company? 
Provided you have evidence, your alliance must be with the company. 
Before proceeding, however, it is best to confirm that top manage-
ment isn’t already aware one of their key players is looking to play for 
another team.

As a former HR director, I can tell you that deals at the top are cut 
all the time. Your boss may have a “gentleman’s agreement” with his 
boss regarding his exit. They may have agreed that it is best for your 
boss to seek new employment while the firm looks for his replacement. 
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That’s why it’s important to have an open and honest dialogue with 
your boss before taking this up the chain of command. The last thing 
you want is to come across as someone who would sell the boss out 
without having to think twice.

SITUATION NUMBER 2: A LITTLE PADDING NEVER 
HURT ANYONE, RIGHT? WHAT TO DO IF YOUR 
BOSS IS PADDING HIS EXPENSE ACCOUNT

Some people would argue that if it’s only a matter of a few dollars a 
week, this isn’t an issue worth further consideration. But if your boss 
is skimming a few dollars here and there, most likely other resources 
are being misallocated.

Questions worth asking to help you decide what to do include:

•	 What is my evidence that padding of expense accounts is 
happening?

•	 Might there be a business reason for this behavior?
•	 How can I frame this in a way so that I don’t sound like I’m accus-

ing my boss of stealing?
•	 Does my organization have a mechanism in place where, if I 

choose, I can report this information anonymously?
•	 How would I advise my child if she was in this situation?
•	 In the long run, is this really someone I want to work for?

Expense reports are one of those fuzzy areas that some companies 
use to provide additional compensation when they are unable to hand 
out bonuses or increase pay levels. I’ve worked in organizations where 
you were “allowed” to use the company gas credit card to fill up your 
personal gas tank. These credit cards were given out to executives in 
lieu of company cars. Or, you were encouraged to take your spouse 
out for a nice evening after working on a company initiative that took 
you away from your family. And of course there are the situations 
where permission is given to bring a spouse on a business trip. On 
these trips, the spouse is expected to join the executive at dinner with 
the client and his or her spouse. You can see now why it is important 
to have a clear understanding of the “unwritten” rules before rushing 
into the controller’s office with your spreadsheet in hand, indicating 
every misspent dime.
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Let’s assume for a moment you’ve done your due diligence and 
the boss is indeed stealing. Ethically, you have no choice but to inform 
your boss’s boss of your findings. Turn the information over and let 
nature take its course. Document all occurrences that have led up to 
this moment and keep it in a safe place. You never know when you 
might need this information to protect yourself.

I’m not going to tell you to sit back and continue to work as if 
nothing has happened, as this would not be prudent advice. When you 
accuse your boss of stealing (even if it’s true), you put yourself in an 
extremely vulnerable position. If the situation is not handled properly 
and your boss is told you are the one who has made this accusation, 
you will be at risk of losing your job. This would be a good time to get 
your resumé in order and to start greasing your network, as you may 
need these contacts sooner rather than later.

Protecting yourself is not a good reason to say nothing. When 
you are tempted to do so, think of the classic example of Enron, where 
silence and greed led to the company’s implosion, which in turn forever 
changed the lives of both employees and investors, who lost every-
thing. Perhaps this tragedy could have been avoided if someone had 
stepped forward to say, “Something here is not quite right.”

SITUATION NUMBER 3: CYBB (COVERING YOUR BOSS’S 
BUTT)—WHAT TO DO WHEN YOUR BOSS ASKS YOU TO LIE

Life is good. You’ve just been promoted into management. You have 
some great people on your team and for the first time in a long time 
you are working for a company where you can envision yourself stay-
ing forever. That is, until your boss asks you to lie in order to save his 
butt.

When it comes to lying, an ounce of prevention can help keep 
you out of this predicament. If you set the standard early on that you 
are someone who is honest, it will be much harder for your boss to 
ask you to lie. Here’s what I mean by this. Suppose you are the type 
of person who has been known from time to time to tell a little “white 
lie.” Maybe you’ve taken a few too many Fridays as “sick days.” Your 
boss knows this and has looked the other way. He has an inkling you 
aren’t squeaky clean, and so he figures that you, of all people, will not 
be offended by his request. Besides, he believes you owe him. Your boss 
may never ask you to lie for him if he believes you will be offended by 
his request. I’ll bet some of you are now wishing you didn’t call in sick 
this month to visit a friend.
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Let’s suppose you’ve done all the right things and you are still 
asked to lie. Here’s how to respond: “You may not realize this, but 
you’ve just asked me to lie to someone. I’m not comfortable doing 
this, because the result will be [A, B, and C]. Please refrain from mak-
ing a request like this again.” Your boss will most likely back off and 
will probably apologize. You can now go back to daydreaming about 
the retirement party the company is going to hold for you twenty-five 
years from now.

SITUATION NUMBER 4: THE BOSS IS 
CHEATING SHAREHOLDERS

If you’ve got evidence that your boss is misreporting costs or revenues or 
otherwise finagling numbers, then you must do what is ethically right. 
Get this information into the hands of people who can take further 
action. Employees of publicly traded companies can seek protection 
under Section 806 of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, which shields whistle-
blowers from retaliation. Employees of private companies should take 
the matter to someone in the company they trust, who can begin the 
process of investigating. Legal protection notwithstanding, making an 
accusation like this will most likely stall your career at your current 
employer. However, spending your days finding a new job sure beats 
sitting in a courtroom as an accomplice.

SITUATION NUMBER 5: MY BOSS DEGRADES 
PEOPLE IN FRONT OF OTHERS

As Susan Grafton, vice president, controller, and chief accounting offi-
cer of Best Buy, points out, staying true to yourself goes beyond the 
black and white situations of criminal activities in which you may be 
asked to participate. You may be fortunate in that you are not a target 
for your boss’s anger, or maybe this behavior doesn’t bother you as 
much as it does your coworkers. But if your boss is publicly demean-
ing his people, the situation is likely to have a negative impact; if you 
are feeling bothered by your boss’s behavior, then there is a disconnect 
between your values and those of the boss.

We talked a bit about The Screamer in Chapter 4, “Dealing with 
a Bad Boss,” but because for many, working in this environment can 
cause an ethical dilemma, we think it’s worth mentioning again.

If your boss is the only screamer in the organization, then you 
may be able to use this situation to learn what not to do now that you 
are in charge. “Concentrate on what you are learning as you make 
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your plan for how you are going to get out from under this person,” 
notes Grafton. The silver lining here is that you are learning how to 
cope in adverse situations and how to compensate for poor upper man-
agement. These are good skills to have as you move up in the organi-
zation. “You choose how you show up! Focus on the positive. You can 
control yourself and your reaction to people. You cannot control what 
others are doing. Say to yourself, ‘I’m going to figure out a way to make 
a better bridge to this person,’” advises Grafton.

If this behavior is prevalent throughout the organization, then 
you have to decide whether you are willing to let people bully you. 
Being confident in your skills and abilities will enable you to get the 
heck out of dodge quickly. You’ll find that it’s usually the weaker people 
who stay and remain victims.

SITUATION NUMBER 6: DEALING WITH 
A BOSS WHO IS WRONG

How do you tell the boss she is wrong? You do so very carefully. In situa-
tions like this, the delivery of the message is often more important than 
the content itself. First, you must pick and choose your battles carefully. 
Maybe the boss’s projections are off by a percentage point or two, but 
certainly not enough to make a big difference. Is this really something 
you want to take on? Of course, if your boss is forecasting a 20 percent 
growth in revenue when the real number is 2 percent, then you are 
certainly obligated to make sure she is aware of this discrepancy. This 
type of situation is fairly black and white. But what happens when the 
boss tells you to implement a new policy and, after giving it a go, you 
realize the policy is doing more damage than good?

Here are some steps to handle situations like these:

1.	 Give the new policy a fair chance to take hold. Sometimes it 
takes a while for people to adjust to change.

2.	 Ask for permission. The last thing you want to do is blast your 
boss out of the water by surprising her with your rant. Ask your 
boss for permission to share your feedback so that she can prepare 
for what will most likely be negative news.

3.	 Examine your motivation. Is it your intent to improve the work-
place or is it to prove to your boss that you were right when you 
said this would never work? These kinds of conversations go much 
better when your intent is aligned with that of your boss. In this 
case, that would be improving the workplace.
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4.	 Say something positive. It is always better to start feedback with 
a positive point or two. For example, in this situation you might 
say something like, “One of the things I respect most about you 
is that you are never afraid to try new things.” You can then go 
on to explain why in this particular instance, the situation may 
not be working out as planned.

5.	 Treat the boss the way you would like to be treated. Refrain 
from being confrontational and assigning blame. Instead, look 
for ways to work together to either revise the policy or remove it 
altogether.

6.	 Provide concrete examples. Telling the boss that a lot of cus-
tomers don’t like the new policy may only strengthen your boss’s 
defensiveness. Instead, provide specific examples of the impact 
this policy is having on customers. If your boss is a visual person, 
use graphs and charts to substantiate your case.

7.	 Try again. Sometimes it’s all about timing. Your boss may need 
time to process the feedback you have just shared or further evi-
dence this policy is not working. Ask for permission to circle back 
in a few weeks if it appears the situation is not improving.

Staying Grounded

Successful leaders continually ask themselves hard questions to stay on 
track in a world in which many companies spin out of orbit. Here are 
some questions worth asking yourself from time to time:

•	 Am I comfortable with the leadership style of my company?
•	 Am I proud of who I’ve become? Does it reflect who I truly am?
•	 Do I assert myself sufficiently, or have I become afraid to push 

back?
•	 Am I too politically correct?
•	 Does concern about my next promotion or bonus cause me to 

refrain from asking questions when I see something that doesn’t 
look right?

•	 Are my values still in alignment with those of the organization?
•	 Am I still proud to call this organization my employer?

If you’re standing too close to the mirror, the images you see will 
be distorted. It is helpful to step back every now and again to gain 
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fresh perspective. This will allow you ample time to prepare a new 
plan of action if and when you feel that the plan you have is no longer 
working.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 Whenever you are faced, with an ethical dilemma, it is best to pre-
sume good intent. Maybe you misunderstood what is being asked 
or the person who is making the request didn’t realize there was 
another way to achieve the same outcome. Making a clarifying 
statement such as, “Help me to understand what you are trying 
to accomplish,” or asking questions such as, “What other options 
have you considered?” may help diffuse the situation and allow 
you to move forward in an ethical way.

•	 It’s easy to get swept away in the glamour that is associated with 
management, but at the end of the day you have to like what 
you see when you look in the mirror. Examining common situ-
ations faced by those who have come before you will allow you 
to think through your own responses should you be faced with 
similar situations.

•	 When faced with ethical dilemmas, it is only natural to initially 
feel the need to protect yourself at all costs. In these situations, I 
ask you to think about how your actions (or inactions) will affect 
others before you decide to remain silent.

•	 It seems that the higher up in the organization you go, the higher 
the stakes. Successful leaders continually ask themselves difficult 
questions to ensure they stay grounded. When they stop doing 
this, many no longer recognize the face looking back at them in 
the mirror.

•	 Step back from the mirror every now and again to ensure that 
the image you are seeing is not distorted. This approach will help 
you gain perspective as you continue to move up in the organi-
zation.



You have to be aware of your own surroundings. You start 
off with a company with great intentions. Little by little, you 
may see responsibility taken away or your role is changed 
in a way that may not be in your best interest. Like any 
relationship, you have to constantly revaluate to see if it’s 
still working for you.

Quite often there are signs that indicate it may be time 
to revisit your situation. Perhaps your organization is 
contracting. You are asked to cut expenses or to do more 
with less. Or, you sense a shift in the relationship with your 
boss. It no longer feels comfortable talking to the boss or the 
boss doesn’t feel comfortable talking to you. Others may tell 
you it’s your perception, but perception is reality.

Jay Scheiner
Director of Administration

Barrett Distribution Centers
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C H A P T E R  EIGHT

Seven Signs Your 
Time Is Up 
Knowing When It’s Time to Go

Why is it easy to see when someone around us is about to be 
fired, yet we don’t recognize those signs when it happens 
to us? Perhaps you were too busy looking in front of you to 

notice the waves of layoffs, one of which eventually took you out. Or 
maybe you were hoping to turn around a situation that had gone 
bad. In most circumstances, it is better to leave on your own terms, as 
you control the outcome. However, there are times when it is best to 
wait out the coming storm, so you can be the recipient of a generous 
departing gift as you exit. The key is to be purposeful and to remain 
in control of your destiny. Knowing the signs that indicate a change 
may be in your immediate future will enable you to create the outcome 
that will serve you best.

Seven Signs Your Time Is Up

Years of experience have taught me there are almost always warning 
signs that indicate a shift is about to happen. Here are seven of the 
most common signs your time is quickly coming to an end.

SIGN NUMBER 1: YOU ARE NO LONGER IN THE LOOP

This scene may play out in different ways, but the ending is always 
the same. You used to be invited to participate in closed-door meetings 
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where highly confidential matters were discussed. Lately, you notice 
the blinds are closed in the conference room, yet you are noting this 
from the outside of the room.

I remember this happening to me when I experienced my first 
layoff. Working in human resources, I was privy to all the comings and 
goings of the organization. Then one day I no longer had access to this 
information. Meetings that I normally attended went on without me. 
In retrospect, I should have realized that something was going on, but 
instead I chose to go about my business as if nothing had changed. 
Two weeks later, the bottom of my world fell out when I received my 
pink slip.

When Tracy O’Connell, associate professor of marketing com-
munications at the University of Wisconsin–River Falls, worked in the 
corporate world, she went from a prized performer (based on bosses’ 
comments and personnel reviews, promotions, and such) to someone 
who was apparently on the way out. She began to realize she was no 
longer in the loop when meetings with the boss were cancelled, phone 
calls or e-mails were not returned, and the boss was generally unavail-
able to her. “I sat outside the door, hoping for a chance to ask maybe 
just one question, to move ahead on one thing. It was like paparazzi 
stalking a celebrity,” states O’Connell.

If your gut tells you something has changed and your mind tries 
to convince you it’s all in your head, then it’s worth further explora-
tion. In my experience, when it comes to matters like this, your gut is 
usually right. That explains why we often hear people say, “I knew it! 
I felt like this was coming,” as they are doing the perp walk out the 
door, escorted by security.

SIGN NUMBER 2: YOUR BOSS ASKS 
YOU TO TRAIN A “BACKUP”

At work, we often hear, “We need someone trained in case you get hit 
by a bus,” even though we rarely hear about people actually getting 
taken out by a bus gone wild. This is frequently code for, “You’re on 
your way out, pal. I need to make sure someone else can do your job 
before I fire you.” If you are in this situation, you have several choices. 
You can do as requested without asking any questions, or you can put 
together a strategy for approaching the boss and learning more about 
why he is making this request. In most situations, people will go with 
option one, as this avoids conflict, even though option two is clearly 
the better choice.
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Here’s why you should talk honestly with your boss. Suppose you 
approached your boss in a nonconfrontational way and shared your 
concerns with him. This might open up a dialogue in which you learn 
more about areas you can quickly turn around to prevent receiving an 
early checkout notice. Or you may be able to negotiate a win-win deal. 
I’ve done this and it works really well, when executed properly.

Most bosses will do anything to avoid firing people. It’s unpleas-
ant and it doesn’t exactly present your boss in the best light to his 
peers, staff, or, in some cases, the board. So if you look at this situation 
from your boss’s point of view, you are actually doing him a favor by 
presenting him with a win-win situation.

It’s much more difficult to fill a job when the person in the job 
has not been informed that her time is up. You might suggest to your 
boss that over the next three months (or whatever time you anticipate 
you will need) you will continue to perform your job while assembling 
a detailed procedures manual or training guide for your replacement. 
Offer to stay and help train your replacement. (Never mind that he 
may prefer you don’t.) In return, ask for permission to tender your 
resignation, time off to interview, and whatever other terms you can 
negotiate, such as the bonus that is due to be paid out next month. 
Now, doesn’t this feel more empowering than pretending there may 
indeed be a surge in the number of buses wiping out mid-level manag-
ers over the next six months?

SIGN NUMBER 3: YOUR COMPANY IS TANKING

Has the owner of the company recently placed a guard on the office 
thermostat to save money on heating and cooling bills? Do you now 
have to steal office supplies from home in order to fill the supply cup-
boards at work? Or even worse, is the manufacturing plant standing 
idle while everyone waits for a miracle? Is your company losing con-
tracts that used to be a slam dunk? These are all signs that the glory 
days of the company may well be behind you.

It’s unlikely that a company that has fallen on hard financial 
times will turn around quickly. You may be forced to take action sooner 
rather than later, especially if you are the primary breadwinner. That’s 
not exactly a bad thing. Often, being the first to go can be a good stra-
tegic move. You get into the employment market before it is flooded 
with other candidates from your industry or specialty. However, you do 
not have to quit in order to explore your options. You can start putting 
feelers out to see if you get any nibbles. Or you can turn the heat up 
and do a full-blown job search while continuing to earn a paycheck.
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SIGN NUMBER 4: SELF-IMPOSED BARRIERS 
BOX IN YOUR COMPANY

Product manager Donald Lester describes a no-win situation that is all 
too common: “Our sales team has been asked to increase sales by more 
than 25 percent per year. The problem is that our production facility is 
maxed out, order fulfillment is running way behind, and customers are 
getting angry and leaving.Â€If your salary or bonus is tied to sales under 
these circumstances, it is time to leave. It won’t get better because upper 
management is unwilling to spend the money needed to expand and 
is instead resorting to gimmicks like putting out memos that everyone 
needs to work harder. Under this scenario you will never make more 
money for your hard work in increasing sales.Â€Time to move on.”

Not everyone who is running a company is a scholar, and a num-
ber of today’s leaders have never experienced what it is like to work 
in a recession. Many are choosing to hold on to cash, without giving 
enough consideration to what this may mean over the long term. A 
perfect example of a company that made this mistake is the now-
defunct electronics retailer Circuit City. When the economy started 
slowing down, Circuit City decided to get rid of its 3,400 highest-paid 
(and almost certainly most effective) sales associates to cut its costs. 
This opened up the gates for competitors such as Best Buy to hire 
these exceptional sales people and gain ground. Once the death spiral 
started, it was impossible to stop.

If you no longer believe in the decisions being made at the top 
of the organization, then it’s time to find a company where you feel 
confident the lights will still be on tomorrow.

SIGN NUMBER 5: YOUR COMPANY IS 
MERGING OR BEING ACQUIRED

In the case of a merger or acquisition, it seems easy to do the math, yet 
many miscalculate how things will end. Suppose you are the manager 
of marketing and the acquired company also happens to have a man-
ager of marketing. What is the likelihood the organization will need 
two marketing managers? If I were in Vegas, I’d say the odds are slim 
to none. Yet people roll the dice every day, thinking they will be the 
one who survives the transition. These same people are shocked when 
they find out they weren’t holding the winning hand after all.

Jill Wade, CEO of Axiom Business Advisors, LLC, has seen enough 
mergers and acquisitions in her lifetime to know that it’s time to look at 
other options the moment you realize you no longer have clear duties. 
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“This happens a lot in mergers and acquisitions. You become a spare 
part,” observes Wade.

The time to begin preparing for a possible exit is when a com-
pany announcement is made regarding a merger or an acquisition. 
Donald Lester shares a time when he worked for an organization that 
was going through a corporate merger. Key people flew to his loca-
tion and announced everyone’s job was safe. “Within three days of 
the announcement, you notice several people missing and the cycle 
repeats. Our campus had over 3,000 employees on it before the mergers 
started. When I left, I was one of seventy-five people remaining and 
they were still telling us our jobs were safe.” Use your head. Put the 
wheels in motion. The worst that will happen is that you’ve got a plan 
in place that’s ready to go with a moment’s notice.

SIGN NUMBER 6: YOUR BOSS GETS FIRED

Anytime someone above you is fired, there will be some turbulence. 
Some people do fine and fly right through it, while others feel as if they 
are going to crash at any moment. If you’ve got the stomach for it, you 
may choose to stay and ride things out.

It’s important to be aware of the outside forces that could even-
tually take this decision out of your hands. Here is what can happen 
when the boss is fired: your department may be merged with another 
department, which might result in your position being eliminated. Or 
the company may name a new boss, who brings his own people with 
him. If you are too closely aligned with your boss, you may eventually 
be asked to leave as well. Or you may wind up staying until you realize 
that you don’t see eye to eye with the new boss.

SIGN NUMBER 7: THERE IS NO PLACE LEFT TO GO

At some point you may realize you have gone as far as you are going 
to go with your present company. Most likely this will happen sooner 
rather than later if you work for a very small firm or a family-owned 
business (unless, of course, you marry into the family!). Although tran-
sitions can be difficult for some people, most would agree in hindsight 
that leaving at the right time was one of the best things they could 
have done for their career.
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Exiting with Grace—and 
Perhaps a Check in Hand

If you take away only one thing from this chapter, let it be this: Always 
give at least two week’s notice. I don’t care if your new employer is pres-
suring you to start tomorrow or if you’d love to put the screws to your 
old boss on the way out. Give proper notice. It may seem like a large 
world when you are starting out in management, but as you age you 
will see how small the world really is. Sometime in the future, you will 
be looking for a job. Your old boss will be contacted whether you like 
it or not, though you may never get to this stage if the hiring man-
ager finds out you left a previous employer high and dry. That being 
said, always be prepared to leave the same day you give notice. Most 
employers will pay you for the notice time, even if you are asked not 
to work out your notice period. You can always call your new employer 
and bump up your start date if you find you are available earlier than 
you expected.

Company policy may state that employees are entitled to receive 
X, Y, and Z when they leave the company, when in fact many people 
are receiving U, V, and W as well. My motto is, if you don’t ask, you 
don’t get. Following are some items you can ask for. You can ask to 
remain on the payroll while you are receiving severance pay. This way, 
you can keep your health benefits in place for that much longer. You 
can ask your company to pay for the class you’re enrolled in, even 
though you will no longer be an employee on the day you finish. If 
the company is concerned that you may take this to a lawyer, they will 
gladly put together a separation package that will include much more 
pay than what you’ve initially been awarded. However, in most situa-
tions this will require you to sign a separation agreement releasing the 
company from liability now and in the future. Note: you should always 
speak with an attorney before signing a separation agreement.

Manage Your References 
Before You Need Them

People often ask me how to manage references when they’ve been 
fired. I tell them it’s extremely difficult to do so after the fact. That is 
why it’s crucial to manage your references before you exit. You do this 
by asking your boss if she is willing to write a brief letter you can use 
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as a reference. Highlight those areas where you have excelled and ask 
her to include this in the letter. Better yet, offer to draft the letter for 
her approval.

Many of you may be thinking that no one takes reference letters 
seriously. After all, why would anyone show a prospective employer 
a letter that says anything but great things? You are right. The real 
value of these letters is the mindset they impose on your soon-to-be-
former boss. Is this person really going to lambast you after he’s put 
something in writing that says you are a great employee? Probably not. 
Less sophisticated hiring managers may look at the letter and accept 
it as a sufficient reference. Most will never call your old boss for more 
information.

Why Some Managers Get Nasty 
When You Give Notice

Often, a boss will become hostile when you give notice. Here are some 
reasons why this happens.

Your boss:

•	 Is fearful that he will not be able to find someone to replace you 
quickly.

•	 May be afraid her inadequacies will become apparent once you 
are gone.

•	 Is overwhelmed and can’t imagine adding your work to her 
workload.

•	 Fears your departure will reflect negatively on his leadership.
•	 Feels left behind. You are going on to something better and he 

is not.
•	 Feels betrayed. Perhaps your boss helped you get where you are 

today, and now you are leaving her.

As you can see, none of these reasons really has anything to do 
with you. Finish what needs to be done and exit as gracefully as you 
arrived.
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Other Things to Think about Before Leaving

People say you should never quit a job until you have another job. 
I would say it depends on the situation. If you’ve got the type of job 
that is so demanding you cannot possibly conduct a job search while 
employed, then you may need to exit before you have something lined 
up. Or if the environment is so toxic that it is affecting your health, 
then choose life.

Some reasons you may want to stay until you find another job 
include the following:

•	 A potential employer is more likely to offer you more money in 
order to get you to leave your current employer.

•	 A potential employer is likely to match the vacation time you are 
now entitled to.

•	 You are more marketable. Everyone seems to want what oth-
ers have, particularly when it comes to serenading an employee 
away from the competition.

•	 You will not have to pay 100 percent of the cost for health 
insurance.

•	 You may be approaching a vesting period that will entitle you to 
receive additional money in your retirement plan.

•	 You may wind up staying long enough to receive another bonus 
or a raise in salary.

•	 A bad boss might leave, and you may then decide to stay.

Should You Resign Before You Get Fired?

There may be times when an employer is concerned how others will 
react to someone in the organization being fired. Often, a manager will 
offer an employee the option to tender his letter of resignation rather 
than be terminated. Is this in your best interest? It depends on how you 
negotiate your exit. In many states, if you resign, you are not eligible 
to collect unemployment benefits. Can you afford to give this up? Here 
is something else a lot of people do not know. You can accept the offer 
to resign with the contingency that your company will not fight your 
unemployment claim. If they agree, get this in writing.
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It’s never easy to leave an organization, especially if your depar-
ture isn’t on your own terms or timeline. Use each experience to bet-
ter yourself. I wouldn’t be in the position I’m in today—successfully 
helping organizations improve their people, productivity, and prof-
itability—without having experienced being suddenly in charge. 
Remember, each encounter shapes who you become, as both a person 
and a leader.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 There are usually signs along the way indicating that your time 
may be up. Signs include: you are no longer in the loop; you are 
asked to train a “backup”; the company is sinking quickly; poor 
decisions are being made at the top; a merger or acquisition is 
pending; your boss is fired; or there is no place left for you to 
go.

•	 You can exit the company with more than your vacation pay in 
hand. Consider what you feel entitled to and ask away, keeping 
in mind that if you don’t ask, you certainly won’t receive.

•	 The time to manage your references is before you need them. 
Always ask for a letter of recommendation, even if the separation 
isn’t completely voluntary. Make it easy for your boss to say yes. 
Offer to draft the letter for his approval.

•	 Understanding why some managers get nasty when people give 
notice will enable you to remain composed as you work your 
way out the door. Often, this behavior is related to fear or occurs 
because your boss is feeling overwhelmed.

•	 Ideally, it is best to have another job lined up before you tender 
your resignation. In reality, this is not always possible. Weigh 
the pros and cons of leaving sooner rather than later before you 
make your final decision.

•	 Before agreeing to a forced resignation, understand the ramifica-
tions. There may be times where one option is clearly better than 
another.

•	 Always have an attorney review a separation agreement before 
signing.

•	 Every encounter shapes who you are and who you become. Use 
every experience to redefine your future.



This page intentionally left blank 



Now that you’ve mastered Managing UP, flip the book over 
and begin working on the skills you will need to successfully 
Manage DOWN.





The importance of Managing Down—
Take care of your people or sink to the bottom!

As companies reorganize and reengineer, thousands of people are finding 

themselves tossed into management every day. “You may go to bed as a 

member of the team and wake up to find yourself suddenly in charge,” says 

Matuson. The key to success is managing effectively both up and down the 

line of the organization. And Suddenly in Charge provides this unique 

approach with two books in one: read it in one direction and you’ll find all the 

tips and tools you need to manage down, establishing credibility with your 

team and leading in a way that both builds rapport and garners respect. Flip 

the book over and you’ll find success strategies for managing up, interacting 

successfully with your bosses and developing strong relationships. 

In the Managing Down side of this book, you will learn how to manage 
your relationships and responsibilities as a boss, including how to stay 
sane during conflicts, evaluate performance, and make the hiring and firing 
process easier and more mutually beneficial. With key learning points, real-
life examples and proven strategies for effective communication, Managing
Down helps you clearly define your new role and cultivate an environment of 
engaged, motivated employees.

Roberta Chinsky Matuson found herself tossed into management at age 24. 
By her own wits—and through trial and error—she succeeded and became an 
internationally recognized career expert and consultant, often appearing on television 
programs such as CBS’s The Early Show and Fox’s The O’Reilly Factor and Fox
Business News. She is frequently quoted in publications such as The New York Times, 
The Boston Globe, Inc.com and CNBC.com, and is a top-ranking blogger for Fast
Company. Roberta’s consulting firm, Human Resource Solutions (www.yourhrexperts.
com), is located in Boston.



Praise for Suddenly in Charge and 
Roberta Chinsky Matuson

“Not only a practical and effective management training tool, but a comprehensive 
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“Being thrown into a new manager’s role can be a lot like an ice water bath—
shocking and exhilarating all at the same time!Â€Roberta Matuson takes what can 
be a daunting experience and creates a step-by-step guide for new managers. Her 
insight, practical tips, and real-life scenarios make this book a critical read for any 
new manager. Suddenly in Charge proves that you don’t have to learn everything 
the hard way!”

—Jay B. Hargis, Director of Learning and Development, Tufts Medical Center 
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Why is it that so many people believe everyone should have to 
go through the same school of hard knocks that they’ve suf-
fered through? This is common in the field of medicine, where 

young interns are subject to the same stresses their mentors have gone 
through just because it’s viewed as the rite of passage. We also see this 
in management, where people of all ages are dropped into their chairs 
and expected to know exactly what to do by osmosis. I’m here to tell you 
that the rite of passage is wrong, and I’m doing something about it.

I’ve devoted an entire section to Managing DOWN because I believe 
most people who take on the responsibilities of management really want 
to do a good job and are capable of doing so, with proper guidance. The 
problem is that in this fast-paced world no one has time to show you 
the ropes. Therefore, you must take control and learn how to become an 
effective manager on your own in order to thrive in the business world.

Management is not for the faint of heart, nor is it for people who 
believe if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. 
It’s ideally situated for those who are committed to helping others suc-
ceed. It requires patience, diligence and, most certainly, as you’ll see, 
a good sense of humor.

There will be days when you’ll feel like you are riding the crest 
of a wave and other days when you might feel as if the next wave is 
going to take you out. Don’t despair. Thumb through this section of 
the book and remind yourself that through practice and determina-
tion, you can do this.

Now hang on. It’s going to be one heck of a ride!

How to Navigate 
This Book

Once you’ve reviewed and practiced what you must do in 
order to effectively Manage DOWN, FLIP THE BOOK 
OVER and review what you must do to continue to 
successfully Manage UP.
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Introduction to  
Managing Down

Management looks really easy, doesn’t it? You’re awarded a 
title, and, if you are lucky, an office, and away you go. You 
bark some orders here and there and then you sit back until 

it’s time to give another directive. Of course everyone does exactly what 
you ask of them, because you are the person in charge. If this were 
really the case, everyone would want to be a manager!

Being an effective manager is a lot more complicated than the 
scenario I described above. That’s because the only behavior you can 
control is your own. In the following chapters, we’ll discuss exactly 
what it is going to take for you to succeed as a first-time manager or 
to become a business owner who inspires his people to do their best. 
There is no one-size-fits-all model of management. You will need to try 
on different styles until you find the one that is the perfect fit for you 
and the environment you are working in. Throughout your career you 
will find yourself making adjustments as you grow as a leader.

My leadership skills have marinated over time. I know exactly 
when I need to turn up the heat and when it’s best to let things simmer. 
Along the way, I have had my share of disasters. But I viewed each and 
every situation as an opportunity to fine-tune my craft. My hope is that 
you will do the same. Leadership is a skill set that can be learned, but 
only if you are willing to practice and learn from your mistakes. Take the 
pieces of advice that follow in this book and use the ingredients that feel 
right to you. Experiment and create your own recipe for success!

xi

See the Foreword in the Managing Up side of this book, page xi, to 

read what bestselling author Alan Weiss has to say about Suddenly in 

Charge and Roberta Matuson’s approach to preparing you for success.
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I will never forget the day that I was tossed into 
management. I walked into the office as just another 
employee and left that day as a member of senior 
management. Here’s my story.

I had a very close relationship with my boss, with whom 
I had worked at another company. She had come to my 
rescue and offered me a job as a human resources generalist 
when I had suddenly found myself unemployed in the midst 
of a recession. We worked side-by-side to build a state-of-
the-art human resources department for a commercial real 
estate firm that eventually went public.

My boss appeared to be doing well in her job and had the 
full support of the executive management team. At least I 
thought she did. There were absolutely no indications that 
one day my boss would be there and the next day she would 
be gone. But that is exactly what happened one day in 
1983.

On a sunny spring morning, I received a call from the vice 
president’s secretary requesting my presence in his office. 
This seemed a bit unusual, as I had never been called to 
his office without my supervisor. I assumed she would be 
there, waiting for my arrival. I was caught completely off 
guard when the VP closed his door and began speaking with 
me, before my supervisor arrived. Without any fanfare, he 
informed me that my boss was no longer with the company, 
as of the evening before. That was the entire conversation. 
No explanation and no directions. I paused for a moment 
to think. And then I did what I thought any other twenty-
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four-year-old would do: I asked for her job. Imagine my 
surprise when he granted my request and gave me the title 
of acting director of human resources! Six months later, I 
was promoted to director.

I still remember how I felt that day when I found out that I 
was suddenly in charge of an entire department, including 
five people who were now my direct reports. I felt like I 
was at the top of a roller coaster waiting to descend. I 
was scared, yet excited about the plunge I was about to 
take. These are probably similar to the feelings you are 
experiencing if you have been tossed into management.

I began my first ninety days by focusing on improving my 
technical skills so that I could be competent in my job. 
This is a mistake many new managers commonly make. In 
hindsight, I should have spent that time developing strong 
relationships with others in the organization, especially 
those on my team.

I’ve learned a lot about management and leadership over 
the past twenty-five years. Some of my knowledge was 
acquired through further formal education, but most I 
learned on the job, through trial and error. Your journey will 
be different from mine, and you’ll make your own mistakes 
along the way. But at least you’ll have something that I 
never had: a roadmap to guide you safely through the twists 
and turns you will experience in this new terrain called 
management.

Roberta Chinsky Matuson
President

Human Resource Solutions



C H A P T E R  ONE

Welcome to 
Management
Now What the Heck Do I Do?

Congratulations! You’ve just been tagged and now you’re it! You 
are now a boss. Welcome to the game of management. To win 
in this game, you must quickly figure out the rules on your own, 

because there is no playbook that will provide you with all the moves 
you need to come out a winner. Maybe it’s a good thing there is no 
playbook, because just when you think you’ve got the game figured 
out, it changes! For example, most economists and businesspeople did 
not predict the deep recession of 2009. In the years prior to the reces-
sion, most of the world was experiencing a period of strong economic 
growth. Leaders became quite comfortable managing at a time when 
they could pretty much buy their way in and out of any situation.

Here are some examples of the ways managers have used money 
to deal with management issues, a strategy that didn’t require much 
in the way of leadership skills. Suppose a key employee said she was 
leaving for another organization; a manager could make a competi-
tive counteroffer and usually keep this person. When money wasn’t an 
issue in business, managers could follow Google’s corporate model of 
attracting candidates by offering perks such as an on-site doctor and 
dentist; complimentary massages and yoga; free lunch from a five-star 
caterer; and bringing in a sushi chef. Then the game changed. Com-
panies all around the world were forced to tighten their belts and get 
rid of the fat in their organizations, including the weekly donut run. 
Managers could no longer motivate employees by promising extrava-
gant perks, and they were scrambling to figure out quickly how to do 
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more with less. A new game was in play, and the old rules no longer 
mattered.

You may be thinking that you are sorry that you missed the golden 
days of management because it may feel like you have to work harder 
today to achieve similar results. Actually, you are fortunate, as you will 
have an opportunity to become the type of manager who can thrive in 
any economy. Managers who were let go in the downturn are wishing 
they had spent a little less time watching the football game from the 
company’s skybox and more time on the playing field, leading their 
team to victory. Let’s look at some basics that will help you to build a 
strong foundation as a manager.

Tossed into Management

How many careers can you think of where people are thrown into 
a job with little preparation and expected to perform as if they’ve 
been in that role forever? This certainly doesn’t occur in the medical 
field, where practitioners are required to spend years learning about 
the human body and everything that can possibly go wrong. Nurses, 
physicians, and medical technicians all must complete practicums and 
pass state board exams before they can treat patients on their own. 
These professionals must also take a certain number of continuing 
education courses each year to keep their licenses current. Skilled labor-
ers, like plumbers and electricians, are required to work as apprentices 
before they are granted licenses to practice their trade. In many states, 
they too are required to take refresher courses in their field in order to 
keep their credentials current. Yet when it comes to being a manager, 
there is no standard education or training that is required before you 
take the reins.

You may not be in a situation where you are dealing with life and 
death on a daily basis. However, one wrong move and the game could 
be over before you’ve even gotten started. The last thing you want to 
hear your boss say is, “Time of death, 14:00,” as he escorts you out the 
building along with your belongings.

If you are reading this book, you are off to a good start, as you 
have already recognized the importance of taking control of your own 
destiny. Thanks to the recession, management training programs have 
gone the way of 401(K) matches. Bosses are too busy doing their jobs 
(and the jobs of those they’ve lost to downsizing) to provide helpful 
advice. To thrive, or even survive, you must take matters into your own 
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hands. Let’s begin by looking at what you need to do in your first ninety 
days on the job to lay a firm foundation for long-term success.

The First Ninety Days

Let’s get one thing straight. The assumption that the first ninety days 
are the honeymoon period is a fallacy, and here’s why: the decision to 
award the position to you may not have been unanimous. Or, there 
may be people in the organization who believe the job should have 
been theirs. In either case, it is important to keep in mind that some 
in the organization may not be interested in helping you to succeed. 
However, in most cases you can overcome this by quickly establishing 
yourself as a leader and showing management that their decision to 
promote you was the right one. We’ll discuss how to do this in more 
detail throughout this chapter.

Keep in mind that the first ninety days will set the stage for your 
performance as a manager. This is when a company will be looking for 
you to shine and deliver results. If you fail to build momentum from 
the get-go, you will face an uphill climb for the rest of your tenure. 
Effective, experienced managers know this is the time to work hard to 
build productive working relationships in the organization, establish 
credibility, and secure some early wins.

How to Build Productive Relationships

Ask any effective manager how she was able to succeed, and you will 
hear her talk about the people she works with. That is because you 
cannot be an effective manager without having earned the support 
of others. Otherwise you will find yourself in the situation of leading 
without anyone actually following you or, worse, trying to operate 
without the support of your own manager. That is why it is important 
to begin building productive relationships the minute you are inducted 
into the ranks of management.

Here are seven ways to quickly establish productive working rela-
tionships:
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1. TRUST ME—RELATIONSHIPS ARE BUILT ON TRUST

Have you ever worked with someone you didn’t trust? Perhaps this 
person said one thing, but his actions or behaviors indicated some-
thing else. You may find that you often question this person’s motives 
or intentions.

As an employee or coworker, how willing were you to do what this 
person asked of you? If you are like most people, you probably were 
not burning the midnight oil to fulfill his requests.

Relationships are based on trust. Without trust, there can be no 
commitment. Leaders who have established high levels of trust find 
that their employees are willing to do whatever it takes to get the 
job done. That’s why it is imperative that you invest the necessary 
time in establishing trusting relationships, especially during your first 
ninety days on the job. We will delve deeper into the issues surround-
ing trust in Chapter 14, when we discuss the art of influencing your 
employees.

2. FIRST IMPRESSIONS COUNT

It is only natural to be excited when you’ve just been promoted. You 
may want to shout from the rooftops or, worse yet, plaster the details 
of your significant achievement on your Facebook page. Resist the 
temptation to boast, as coworkers who are now subordinates may be 
among your social media connections. The last thing you want to do 
is rub salt in the wound of a jilted coworker, whose support you will 
need to succeed in your new role.

This is certainly a time when all eyes are upon you. It’s only natu-
ral to feel a bit anxious, but any nervousness will dissipate as you gain 
a few wins under your belt. Be confident. You’ve been selected for this 
job because others believe you have the ability to figure it out! Now 
go out and make a good first impression. A sure-fire way to make a 
positive first impression is to ask questions and involve your employees 
in creating a high-functioning team. Become known as someone who 
truly listens to the opinions and perspectives of others.

LIFE IN THE TRENCHES

Lisa Broesch, president of Actualize Consulting Group in Orlando, 
Florida, recalls her first foray into management:
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When I was twenty-two years old, I was promoted to a position as 
‘acting supervisor’ for a Fortune 50 company. I had never previ-
ously held a leadership position, and skipped the “lead and assis-
tant supervisor” positions altogether.

Initially, I was given almost no direction or training, other 
than being told to “kick butt and take names.” It was certainly 
a challenge as I went through years of trial and error leadership 
“styles” and frustration, before I finally figured out a consistent 
method that was extremely effective and suited my personality and 
values. What a treat it would’ve been to have an effective guide in 
place from the outset of my career!

3. JUMP INTO THE TRENCHES

You may have heard a rumor that once you are in management, you 
no longer need to work in the trenches. That may be true. However, 
you’ll quickly gain the respect of your team if you show them you are 
willing to work side-by-side with them in order to achieve departmental 
goals. This approach is also a great way to get to know the strengths 
and weaknesses of your employees, as you will be able to see their work 
firsthand rather than relying on comments in their personnel files.

While it may be tempting to hide out in your new office, plot-
ting your next move up the organizational ladder or demanding a 10 
percent increase in sales now that you are in charge, your time will be 
better spent being visible and gaining the input of your team members. 
You want to get a read from those producing the work before making 
commitments that may not be achievable.

Step away from your keyboard and you will be amazed by what 
you will learn. Even the smartest computer in the world can’t give you 
a clear picture of what your employees are really thinking and what 
they are capable of doing. Engaging with them will help you to build 
solid relationships.

4. BE RESPECTFUL

It may sound obvious, but in this fast-paced world so many manag-
ers bark orders, rather than asking their employees to do things in 
a respectful manner. Confident leaders do not need to yell at their 
employees in order to get them to take action. Nor do they need to 
chew them out in front of others so the rest of the team hears the mes-
sage loud and clear.
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Think about someone in your organization you look up to, and 
jot down a few words that would describe his management style. I’m 
guessing the word “respectful” is on this list. Now think about someone 
in your organization who manages by fear. Which person seems to get 
more done? Which manager do you think has employees volunteering 
to stay late or come in on weekends to complete projects? More than 
likely, it is the manager who has the respect of his workers. He prob-
ably achieves dramatically greater results than the manager who has 
failed to earn the respect of his people.

5. FLEX YOUR STYLE OF MANAGEMENT

You may think that since you are now in charge, your staff will need 
to adjust their work styles to yours. However, the opposite is actually 
true. Effective managers have learned (sometimes the hard way) that 
they must adjust their style of management in order to build produc-
tive relationships. Here’s an example of what I mean by this. You 
may prefer to brainstorm by sending e-mails back and forth until all 
the alternatives have been laid out. However, you may have some 
employees who come up with their best ideas when they are able to 
draw from the energy of others in a meeting or through webcasting. 
If you keep sending e-mails to these people, you may find that in the 
end, the only person hitting the reply button is you. If you continue to 
force people to adjust to your style, eyeballs will roll, frustration levels 
will escalate, and valuable time will be wasted.

Another alternative is to find a healthy balance between the vari-
ous styles on your team. You might ask team members to e-mail you 
their top five suggestions and then compile a list that can be used to 
stimulate conversation at a meeting you have scheduled to discuss the 
project. This approach lets your people know that you are willing to 
meet them halfway, which is something we must often do to maintain 
healthy relationships.

6. LISTEN MORE, TALK LESS

Have you ever noticed how some bosses do lots of talking and very 
little listening? No wonder employee productivity is down! Imagine 
how many fewer meetings we would all have to attend if we did more 
listening and a lot less talking. If you try speaking less and listening 
more, you will immediately gain the respect of your staff and others 
in the organization.
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For some people, this shift may be a bit challenging. The next time 
you are in a meeting, place a check mark on a piece of paper every 
time you are tempted to interrupt someone or, even worse, answer your 
cell phone while others are sharing their ideas. Warning: this exercise 
may require more than one piece of paper!

People enjoy talking to good listeners. This skill will serve you 
well as you move up in the organization and interact with high-level 
customers as well as members of the executive team.

7. HELP OTHERS SHINE

One of the biggest differences between being a worker and a manager 
is the way your performance will be measured. Employees are mea-
sured by the work they do. A good portion of a manager’s performance 
rating will be based on how well she inspires others to perform.

As a manager, your focus should be on making sure the light is 
shining on the individuals who are contributing most to your team. 
You can do this by letting your customers or others in the organiza-
tion know that one of your employees has come up with a great idea 
that will improve your customers’ condition, rather than letting people 
assume the idea came from you. You’ll gain even more points if you 
do this with the employee by your side. Remember to thank, reward, 
and recognize the contributions of those who help you succeed so that 
they remain inspired to give you their all.

Establishing Credibility

Some managers mistakenly believe that credibility automatically 
comes with the title of manager. These same people are no longer in 
management! Credibility, as defined by the Merriam-Webster Diction-
ary, is “the quality or power of inspiring belief.” People may believe 
that you are technically or operationally sound, but now you must 
demonstrate that you have what it takes to be an effective leader. Cred-
ibility is something that must be earned continuously.

This lesson is often learned the hard way, particularly by those 
who have been promoted based on their technical knowledge or sales 
ability. People in these situations may continue to operate as if they 
were still in a line job. They remain technical experts or they breathe 
their own exhaust as they race around the organization with their 
sales awards in hand.
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It goes without saying that you need to have a good understand-
ing of the operation you will be managing. However, that is yesterday’s 
news. Moving forward, you must concentrate your efforts on establish-
ing yourself as a credible leader.

Creating Credibility

You have to believe that you are capable of mastering the art of man-
agement. Otherwise, why would anyone else believe in you? Toss off 
that little guy on your shoulder who keeps whispering negative words 
into your ear, and prepare for success! Here are some ways to quickly 
establish credibility.

1.	 Be yourself—By that, I mean be authentic. Don’t try to emulate 
the exact style and personality of the person whose job you are 
filling, or others will question your authenticity. Instead, build 
on the strengths that have helped you achieve this milestone 
and make a name for yourself based on the skills and values you 
bring to the position.

Resist the temptation to become the exact replica of your boss, 
no matter how well respected he is in the organization. Emulating 
your boss may backfire, as you will be seen as an extension of 
your boss rather than as a leader yourself. However, there is noth-
ing wrong with taking best practices you have learned from your 
supervisor and adjusting them to your own style of leadership.

2.	 Be truthful—The quickest way to lose credibility is to be caught 
in a lie. So why risk losing everything you’ve worked so hard to 
build by making one avoidable mistake? No one expects you to 
be perfect, but they do expect you to be truthful. If you are asked 
a question for which you do not have the answer, simply say so. 
Let the person who is asking the question know that you will need 
time to research the answer, and set up a time to get back to her. 
If you still don’t have a response by the time you’ve agreed to 
follow up, then let the person know you are still researching the 
question and will get back to her shortly. Keep your commitment 
to follow up. This will help you earn the reputation of being a 
leader who is responsive to her people.

3.	 Take time to work side-by-side with your staff—Working along-
side your employees will allow you to experience what it is like 
to be in their shoes. You’ll see firsthand the daily challenges they 



	 Welcome to Management� 9

face in their jobs. Resist the temptation to offer advice on how 
they can do their jobs better. Instead, seek input on what it is they 
need in order to be more successful.

Former restaurant manager Derrick Hayes was lucky enough 
to be tossed into management with a fast-food company that 
believed managers needed to learn every aspect of the opera-
tion in order to manage their stores effectively. Hayes started his 
restaurant management career working the grill. The experience 
proved humbling. “My people knew that I knew what was going 
on in the restaurant because I had the experience of working side-
by-side with them,” states Hayes. This made it easier for Hayes 
to gain their respect. His people knew there wasn’t a job in the 
restaurant that he hadn’t done or couldn’t do. This is how you 
build credibility with your team.

4.	 Match your actions with your words—This is a bigger problem 
than most people realize. According to a 1967 study conducted by 
UCLA Professor Albert Mehrabian, up to 93 percent of communi-
cation effectiveness is determined by nonverbal clues. Nonverbal 
communications range from facial expressions to body language. 
Some experts argue that this percentage is more in the range of 
70 percent. However, all seem to agree that body language plays 
a greater role in communication than spoken words. Give great 
care to your body language and tone when communicating with 
others to ensure that the message you intend to send is the mes-
sage that others are receiving. For example, suppose you ask an 
employee what he thinks can be done to solve a quality issue 
that is delaying the release of a new product. Halfway through 
the conversation, you turn your back to look for your missing 
phone. What message do you think the employee is receiving? 
How likely is this employee to continue to research and present 
viable solutions to this critical problem, given the behaviors he 
has just observed?

Today’s managers have even more distractions than those whose 
footsteps they are following. Computers and smart phones have proven 
a double-edged sword in the workplace. While these devices have cer-
tainly increased productivity, they have also significantly altered peo-
ple’s expectations regarding deadlines and response times.

I entered management at a time when computers were beginning 
to appear on the desks of managers and e-mail was just beginning to 
catch on. Home computers were rare, and if an e-mail was sent out late 
Friday afternoon, no one expected a response until Monday morning. 
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Today, managers are receiving e-mails and text messages 24/7. The 
expectation of an instant response upon receipt has had a significant 
impact on the quality of conversations in the workplace. How many 
times has someone stopped to respond to an incoming cell phone call 
or text message while in conversation with you? How often have you 
turned away during a face-to-face conversation to see whose name is 
appearing on your caller ID? These behaviors, whether consciously 
being done or not, are sending mixed messages to those you are in 
conversation with. They are diluting the message you may be trying 
to send.

Your attempts to build a team where everyone feels valued may 
be falling short based on the behaviors you are displaying on a daily 
basis. Think about this the next time a “ding” sounds from your com-
puter or smart phone, and adjust your actions. You’ve got all day, or 
even into the night, to answer that e-mail, whereas you have only a 
limited amount of time to speak to the person in front of you.

Productive Relationships Self-Assessment

The intent of this self-assessment is to help you learn more about your 
own leadership skills. Knowing your strengths and weaknesses can 
help you identify the areas to focus on in order to build productive 
relationships with your staff, as well as with peers and those above 
you in the organization.

Rate your answers with the numeric value for each statement 
given below.

Evaluation Agree
Somewhat 
Agree Disagree

3 2 1

	 1.	 In conversations I tend to do 
most of the talking.

	 2.	 I can still succeed without the 
support of others.

	 3.	 My technical/operations 
knowledge gives me all the 
credibility I need to be successful 
in management.
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Evaluation Agree
Somewhat 
Agree Disagree

3 2 1

	 4.	 I share my opinions first and 
then ask others for input.

	 5.	 I am the smartest person on my 
team.

	 6.	 I’d be hard pressed to perform 
the work of my subordinates.

	 7.	 My method of communication 
is based on my preference rather 
than the preferred style of the 
person I am communicating 
with.

	 8.	 I hesitate to ask for advice from 
subordinates.

	 9.	 I multitask when others are 
speaking with me.

10.	 I am known as a leader who is to 
be feared.

Scoring:

Add your scores up to see how you fare.

	 •	 If your total score is between 10 and 15, then you are off to a great start!

	 •	 If you scored between 16 and 20, you’re doing okay. You may want to keep 
an eye on things or step up your game.

	 •	 A score of 21 to 30 indicates you need to take immediate action!

Note: An individual score of 3 in any of these areas is worth a closer look. For 
example, if you agreed with the statement, “I am known as a leader who is to be 
feared,” then it is worth examining what about your management style causes 
others to feel this way about you. Being known as someone who others fear will 
directly affect your ability to attract, motivate, and retain top players for your 
team.
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KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 You can do this! Many others have been tossed into management 
and have not only survived, but have thrived.

•	 There is no such thing as a ninety-day honeymoon period for 
new managers. This is the time when you must demonstrate that 
management’s decision to promote you was the right choice.

•	 Focus your efforts during your first ninety days on building solid 
working relationships.

•	 What got you here won’t keep you here. You’ve already estab-
lished that you are technically competent or have strong opera-
tional knowledge. People are now waiting to see how credible a 
leader you will be.

•	 Your credibility is based on your words and behavior. These two 
areas of communication must be congruent, or your credibility 
will suffer.

•	 Credibility is not something you earn overnight, although it is 
something you can destroy in one day. Be mindful of how your 
words and actions have a direct impact on how others perceive 
you, on a daily basis.



I was promoted into sales management from a role as a 
“superstar” individual contributor, which happens often 
in the world of sales. I had no real plan, no management 
training, and no idea of how to truly build a team 
environment. It didn’t work out too well. I tended to move 
from coaching the salesperson on the deal to actually taking 
it over from them. As you can imagine, this doesn’t foster a 
real learning experience and it certainly doesn’t bode well 
for team building.

Keith Dukes
Business Development Manager

Clarity Consultants
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C H A P T E R  TWO

From Me to We
It’s Really Not about You!

Even star quarterbacks, like the New England Patriots’ Tom Brady, 
know that you cannot score consistently without a strong team 
behind you. The same holds true in management. So why do so 

many newly promoted managers fail to transition from a mindset of 
“It’s all about me” to one that acknowledges that “It’s all about us”?

I’ve witnessed a number of situations where newly minted man-
agers started heading down the field without looking back to see if 
anyone was following them. The result was always disaster. In some 
cases, the manager was able to recover from this fumble. For everyone 
who recovered, however, there were two more on the sidelines who 
never got a chance to play again. At least not for the same team.

Why Engage Your Employees?

Extensive research has been conducted by Gallup and others that shows 
engaged employees are more productive and profitable, provide high 
levels of customer service, and are less likely to leave the company 
when tempted by generous offers from other firms. For our purposes, 
engaged employees are those who have an emotional attachment and 
commitment to their work. They are motivated to give their all to the 
task at hand, without the need for constant prodding.

As a new leader, you have the opportunity to create a work envi-
ronment where your employees are highly engaged. By doing so, you 
will create a productive team where employee turnover is something 
that happens to some other manager.
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I know some of you may be thinking that there is no way you will 
be able to turn around the disengaged team you’ve just inherited. If 
this is your mindset, then you are probably right. But for those of you 
who believe you can do whatever you set your mind to, here is proof 
that it can be done.

Barry Maher, founder of Helendale, California-based Barry Maher 
& Associates, once took a position as a sales manager with a Fortune 
100 company, having been told his new unit had been first in the 
division the year before. Upon his arrival, he discovered that the top 
salesperson in the region had recently transferred out and that the six-
person unit had three floundering rookies. The year he took over, the 
unit was dead last in the region. “Morale would have had to improve 
greatly to reach abominable,” notes Maher. “In my first meeting with 
my new unit, I told them that within one year they were going to be 
the number one unit in the region. Within less than a year, they were 
there,” states Maher. When asked how he built morale and employee 
engagement, Maher responded by saying that he didn’t. His employees 
did: “I just made it possible for them to do so.” Maher did this by:

1.	 Demonstrating faith in his people. Maher made it clear to his 
team that he truly believed that individually and collectively they 
had the capability to be the best. Then he acted as if that were 
true.

2.	 Showing his loyalty to his team. He fought for them and cham-
pioned them in the division and in the company. He had their 
best interests at heart.

3.	 Working for his employees. Maher acted on the belief that he 
was there to make them successful and supported them in every 
way he could.

4.	 Praising and rewarding his people for their accomplishments. 
He made sure the company did the same.

5.	 Creating a team mentality. Maher set up a mentoring program 
that went beyond the constant training he was doing. He made 
sure that no one who wanted or needed help was ever left alone 
with a problem.

6.	 Making it okay to fail. In the process, he realized he could never 
help his team overcome their fear of failure unless he could first 
overcome his own fear of failure: “If I was afraid of failure, they 
would also be afraid.”

7.	 Making work fun. He made having fun on the job and in the 
accounts a priority. “We had all kinds of contests. Some serious, 
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some silly,” notes Maher. “A salesperson who enjoys what he is 
doing will sell more.”

Three Types of Employees

Highly 
Engaged

Employees feel highly committed to the organization. They are 
willing to go above and beyond the call of duty to move the 
organization forward.

Moderately 
Engaged

Employees do what they are asked and not much more. If 
pushed hard enough, they will propel forward, but will relapse 
the moment the pressure is off.

Disengaged Employees have “checked out” and they are making sure those 
around them follow suit. They are undermining the progress 
made by those that are still engaged.

HOW DO YOUR EMPLOYEES FARE?

Are your employees engaged? Use this list of questions as a guideline 
for assessing the level of engagement for each of your employees.

•	 Does the employee consistently perform at a high level?
•	 Does the employee demonstrate she is clear about the desired 

outcomes of her role and how it fits into the rest of the 
organization?

•	 Is the employee willing to challenge the status quo to achieve 
outstanding results?

•	 Does the employee’s demeanor show a high level of enthusiasm 
and energy?

•	 Is the employee always looking for ways to add value to the 
assignment he has been given?

•	 Does the employee’s behavior consistently indicate he is commit-
ted to the goals of the organization, team members, and role?

•	 Does the employee feel she has the ability to make a difference?
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Reality Check

It’s been a rocky road in management over the past several years. 
Managers have been forced to put on their hard hats and dig out of 
some pretty big holes created by their leaders’ bad decisions or by 
economic realities. Every one of my clients has experienced downsiz-
ing due to the economic downturn, wage freezes and pay cuts, high 
levels of employee stress, or some combination of these. They have 
all had to do more with less. Yet every day, they go to the office and 
continue to work toward achieving their mission and strategic goals, 
providing exceptional customer service and keeping productivity lev-
els high enough to survive these challenging times. Some have done 
better than others. Here’s an example of a company that has stayed 
the course and has not let the economy affect the respectful way they 
treat their people.

One client of mine, family-owned company Winston Flowers, 
knows a lot about forming relationships that last a lifetime. This com-
pany, which was started in 1944, has gone from a pushcart business 
on Newbury Street to a Boston institution. The firm considers each 
new connection to be a potential long-term relationship. Employees 
are treated like family at Winston Flowers. “More than a few of our 
employees have grown up with Winston’s, having been part of our 
family for more than twenty years. We are always on the lookout for 
talent, and find it in people from a wide variety of backgrounds. We 
take pleasure and pride in watching many of these creative individu-
als develop into leaders of the floral industry,” states co-owner Ted 
Winston.

Winston offers the following sage advice to newly minted man-
agers to help them cultivate life-long relationships with their employ-
ees:

•	 Make every single moment count—Always do as much as you 
can to effect positive change.

•	 Lead by example—Behave as you would want your employees 
to behave, but also understand that your role is different from 
that of your employees.

•	 Make sure you have the right people—Hire for fit, train for 
skill. When you find the right people, it is important to welcome 
them and provide useful orientation, so they immediately feel 
connected to your culture.
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•	 Get to know your people’s strengths—Build on strengths, rather 
than weaknesses. Your return will be that much greater.

•	 Make sure everyone knows the goals you are trying to 
achieve—This will help you get everyone moving in the same 
direction.

•	 Invest your time with your great employees to make them 
better—Ted Winston has invested his share of time in people who 
in hindsight were never going to make it in his business. He now 
focuses on those who have the ability and the desire to take the 
organization to the next level.

The power of an engaged workforce can withstand any economic 
storm. Remember, these are the people who will do whatever it takes 
to exceed the expectations of both internal and external customers. 
Engaged workers will be the ones to innovate, rather than doing busi-
ness as usual, which will help set your organization apart from the 
competition. While you may not have direct control over the high-level 
decisions being made at your firm, you will be glad to know that you 
have the power to drive employee engagement among your workers.

Studies have shown that the most important relationship an 
employee has is with his immediate supervisor. It’s one of the top rea-
sons that employees stay with their companies. And it’s also high on 
the list of reasons employees choose to leave their jobs. It is also impor-
tant to note that the things that attract people to a company may be 
very different from the things that keep them there or engage them. 
For example, compensation is usually a consideration in recruiting, 
but will rarely be the reason that an employee will decide to stay with 
a firm. Sound leadership practices and solid relationships are what 
keep workers on the job and happily engaged, even at a time when 
companies are not able to increase wages.

The Road to Engagement

Towers Perrin, a leading global professional services firm, surveyed 
nearly 90,000 employees in eighteen countries, focusing on what drives 
attraction, retention, and engagement. Julie Gebauer, Towers Perrin’s 
managing director, provides an interesting perspective on the relation-
ship between engagement and leadership. “Engagement is a two-way 
street, and companies are essentially the ‘crossing guards’ guiding 
which direction people move,” observes Gebauer. The style of leader-
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ship you adopt will have a direct effect on which side of the road your 
employees wind up cruising down.

Ways You Can Influence Employee Engagement

As evidenced by Barry Maher, there are lots of ways managers can 
personally affect employee engagement. According to the Towers Per-
rin study, the top behaviors that influence engagement include the 
following:

EMPLOYEES FEEL THEY HAVE INPUT INTO THE 
DECISION MAKING IN THEIR DEPARTMENT

Do you ask employees for input prior to making changes that will have 
a direct impact on them? Do you usually discount what people say and 
do things your own way? Or are you known as someone who seeks the 
advice of those who are closest to the tasks at hand?

Most people want to do good work. You may not always think 
so, but for the most part, this is true. They also want to feel as if they 
have control over the work they do. If they don’t feel this way, they’ll 
simply do whatever they are told to do and nothing more. We see this 
a lot with young children, who usually have little control of how things 
will be done. If you ask a five-year-old child to pick up his toys he will 
do so, while stepping over the toys his sister has left on her latest tour 
of destruction. He’s doing what he is told and nothing more. Is this the 
type of environment you want to set up for your people?

EMPLOYEES FEEL THEY HAVE HAD THE 
OPPORTUNITY TO IMPROVE THEIR SKILLS AND 
CAPABILITIES OVER THE LAST YEAR

As a new manager, you probably feel pretty excited because you have 
likely had an opportunity to experience what it means to grow in your 
job. You’ve learned new skills over the past year and your capabili-
ties have certainly improved, or your promotion would have gone to 
someone else. Now, don’t you want members of your team to feel the 
same way? Imagine what great things your team could accomplish 
together with this level of motivation.

When it comes to management, there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach. It’s hard to know exactly what each employee needs in 
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order to feel fulfilled. That’s why it is helpful to ask members of your 
team what you can do to best support them. For some, this may mean 
granting permission to attend training courses and for others it may 
mean providing access to additional on-the-job training. Some mem-
bers of your team may feel that you are willing to invest in them if 
you simply approve a request for reimbursement of trade books they 
purchased at the local bookstore.

THERE IS A STRONG FEELING THAT MANAGEMENT IS 
SINCERELY INTERESTED IN AN EMPLOYEE’S WELL-BEING

You may think your employees should know you have their best inter-
est in mind simply because that is what people in management should 
do. However, at some point in most people’s careers, they’ve worked 
for someone who only has one thing on her agenda—her next move 
up the corporate ladder. These employees may have observed or even 
worked for people who continued to soar in their careers, with little 
consideration for their own people. Your employees have no way of 
knowing that your style is any different than what they’ve experienced 
until you demonstrate to them, like Barry Maher did, that you really 
do have their best interest in mind. That is why it is critical that your 
actions are congruent with your intentions.

Maher did this by taking the time to ask each of his employees 
about their short-term and long-term goals. He then made sure that 
when he asked for things, he highlighted the benefit to the employee. 
Taking the time to listen and understand how you can best support your 
employees, and then doing whatever it takes to help them achieve their 
goals, sends the message to your people that you have their interests 
in mind. Running interference on their behalf is another way to dem-
onstrate that you have their back. Other ways to show your employees 
that you are fully committed to their success include encouraging them 
to continue their professional development, providing opportunities 
for them to stretch themselves in their jobs, and being willing to tell 
your boss that more work without more resources is simply not doable, 
given the circumstances.
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The Young, the Restless, and the Disengaged

I would be lying if I told you I sincerely believed you could get every 
disengaged employee to cross the road and walk on the right side. So 
what do you do with these people?

First, I’ll tell you what you don’t do with them, since this is a mis-
take that I see repeated over and over again. You don’t ignore them, 
hoping they either change or quit. They may still be adding value 
to the organization; however, they are likely poisoning those around 
them. Most of us have been disenchanted with work at one point or 
another in our lives. We probably made sure everyone around us knew 
why we were so miserable. We didn’t hesitate to talk about how lousy 
management was and complain about how poorly we were treated. 
And sometimes, if we were really angry, we let our customers know 
as well. We may not have done this intentionally, but our actions let 
customers and clients know that being there to serve them was the last 
thing we had on our mind.

Perhaps the only thing worse than disengaged employees are 
disengaged managers. If you find that you are working in an organi-
zation where the senior management team or the owner is obviously 
disengaged, then I suggest you find another job, as you will die on your 
sword trying to create an environment where people want to come to 
work every day.

For a moment, let’s assume you have a team member who is 
disengaged. A disengaged employee no longer feels connected to her 
employer, and these feelings can be caused by things such as being 
passed over for promotion, finding out she is underpaid compared with 
others doing the same job, having a disagreement with a coworker or 
a member of management, losing trust in management, or the fear of 
possible change, such as a layoff or a merger.

The earlier you identify the signs of disengagement, the better 
chance you have of resolving issues and preventing further decay. 
Understanding how and why employees gradually lose their enthu-
siasm and begin to disengage can help us see how we, as managers, 
can salvage these relationships. Disengaged workers usually display 
a noticeable change in their behavior and attitude toward work and 
others. Here are five signs that an employee’s connection to the orga-
nization may be weak.

1.	 A reliable employee is now less dependable—The employee in 
question starts coming into work late or may suddenly begin to 
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use up sick days. Or, an employee who used to eat lunch at her 
desk every day begins to take extended lunches.

2.	 An employee no longer contributes her opinions—An employee 
who used to be quite vocal and was always willing to share her 
point of view now sits quietly in meetings, while others do most 
of the talking. When asked her opinion, she merely shrugs her 
shoulders.

3.	 A valuable employee no longer volunteers to take on proj-
ects—Suppose you have an employee who has a reputation of 
always asking for additional work. Suddenly, he is no longer vol-
unteering to do so.

4.	 A highly energetic team member who always did whatever 
was necessary to complete his work is now contributing at 
a minimal level. This individual is doing as little as possible to 
receive a passing grade.

5.	 An employee who used to participate in company functions 
no longer does. This employee is trying to put distance between 
himself and his employer. He no longer wishes to feel connected 
with the people he works with.

Some of you may be in situations where, because you are manag-
ing people remotely, you may never actually see these signs. Or you 
might not be great at reading people yet, so you may be missing signs 
that a more experienced manager would easily recognize as a shift in 
behavior. So how can you prevent this from occurring? Sit down with or 
phone your direct reports on a regular basis and ask, “How is it going?” 
Then ask, “How are you feeling about things in general?”

Listen closely and pay particular attention to the tone they use 
when responding to you. Are their answers abrupt? Or are they willing 
to confide in you regarding issues that are weighing heavily on their 
minds? Have they provided you with an opportunity to begin a discus-
sion that can eventually bring them back into the fold?

Reconnecting with the Moderately Disengaged

When you have an employee whose work behavior has changed, or 
who you believe is becoming disengaged, there is no point in beat-
ing around the bush. Invite the person into your office for a private 
conversation regarding your observations. (Do not include hearsay or 
third-party observations in this conversation, as this will shift the con-
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versation dramatically.) Begin by talking about the changes in behav-
ior you have noticed and allow the employee time to speak freely. 
Refrain from passing judgment. Ask the employee what she feels she 
can do to deal with the problem and ask her what support she needs 
from you in order to do so. Encourage her by reminding her how valu-
able she is to the company—something she may have forgotten. Let 
her know what you are willing and able to do to support her as she 
gets back on track. Follow up periodically to ensure she continues to 
head in the right direction.

Damaged Beyond Repair

There will be times when the relationship is too far gone to repair. No 
matter what you do, you will not be able to resuscitate this employee. 
So what should you do in situations like this? You must immediately 
cut this person out of your organization, before his negative attitude 
infects others. If you hesitate, it won’t be long before you are spend-
ing the majority of your time trying to stop the outbreak of negative 
behavior that seems to have spread throughout your workgroup like 
a deadly virus in a sci-fi movie. This person must be managed out of 
the organization immediately, before he takes you and everyone else 
down too.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 To succeed as a manager, you will need to shift your focus from 
“me” to “we.” Going forward, your success will no longer be mea-
sured by your individual contribution to achieving the goals and 
objectives of your company. Instead, you will be evaluated on 
your ability to create and maintain a highly engaged team that 
is willing to give it their all.

•	 Employee engagement is defined as an intrinsic desire and pas-
sion for excellence, which feeds an employee’s willingness to go 
above and beyond the call of duty. Research has shown time 
and time again that engaged employees are more productive 
and profitable, provide higher levels of customer service, and are 
less likely to leave when presented with a competitive offer from 
another company.

•	 As a manager, it is your job to be familiar with the signs that 
indicate an employee is less than engaged. These signs include 
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sudden changes in dependability, unwillingness to contribute 
opinions, lack of interest in taking on additional tasks and proj-
ects, contributing at a minimal level, and sudden refusal to par-
ticipate in company functions.

•	 While difficult, it is certainly possible to bring a moderately disen-
gaged person back into the fold. Ways to do this include demon-
strating faith in the employee, meeting more frequently with the 
employee, providing continuous positive feedback, and demon-
strating that you have the employee’s best interest at heart.

•	 You can create a workplace where engagement flourishes by giv-
ing employees an opportunity to provide input into departmental 
decisions, making personal growth simply a part of the culture, 
assigning employees work that they find interesting and challeng-
ing, and showing you are sincerely interested in the well-being 
of your employees.

•	 You may encounter times when the CEO, owner, or executive 
team members are disengaged. If you are in this situation, the 
likelihood of you being able to create an engaged workplace for 
your people is quite low. Consider this before investing more time 
and energy into this organization, and don’t be afraid to walk 
away if the forecast looks gloomy.

•	 You cannot fix everything or everyone. Highly disengaged employ-
ees are similar to a deadly virus. If you allow them to stay, they 
will infect others. Terminate these people, before it is too late.
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The one thing that I wasn’t prepared for when I was 
promoted into management was how to manage people 
who were not in sales. I didn’t understand that people have 
different dispositions, which often varied depending on their 
role in the organization.

Joseph Lilly
CEO

Seymour Consolidated Brands
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C H A P T E R  THREE

Acquiring Talent

Joseph Lilly’s failure to recognize early on that certain traits are more 
beneficial than others, depending on the organization and position, 
made his entry into management a lot more difficult than it really 

had to be. It wasn’t until years later, when Lilly brought in someone 
who specialized in managing operations, that he had this epiphany. 
Luckily for you, you don’t have to wait years. You just have to read this 
chapter and you’ll be well on your way to hiring for success.

Get your highlighters ready. Why? There is a lot of information 
here worth noting. When you choose your employees well, everything 
else will fall into place. You will eliminate the negative consequences of 
costly hiring mistakes, including low morale that can taint the fruits of 
your labor with just one bad apple in your bunch. You will be able to 
dramatically reduce the amount of energy you would normally expend 
on performance-related issues and instead have time to help your “A” 
players reach their full potential. Some of you may be thinking, “This 
all sounds great. All I have to do is read this chapter and I’m there!” 
If only life were that easy. There is much to learn about the selection 
process. You may need to read this chapter more than once. You will 
need to practice these skills to become proficient. Be prepared to make 
some mistakes. It happens to the best of us!

Hiring 101

One of the most important skills you will need to master as a man-
ager is the ability to select top talent for your organization. Do this 
well, and you will spend significantly less time correcting problems 



30	 Managing DOWN

and interviewing replacement candidates. Fail to master this skill and 
it may not be long before you find yourself on the other side of the 
interviewing desk.

We will begin with the basics to ensure you have a strong foun-
dation to support your newly acquired skills. To do this, let’s take a 
closer look at some of the most common mistakes made by hiring 
managers.

1.	 Failure to clearly define the role—I often hear hiring managers 
say they will know it when they see it. My response is, “How will 
you know ‘it’ if you have no idea what ‘it’ is?” This approach 
reminds me of dating when you are sixteen years old. You see 
someone you are attracted to and you immediately think, this is 
the one. Never mind that the two of you have nothing in com-
mon. You just know it’s going to work. Of course, few of us marry 
people who we dated in our teens. That’s because at some point, 
we realize that it is going to take more than a hunch to guarantee 
there will be a happily-ever-after ending.

Before beginning the hiring process, clearly define the role 
your new employee will be filling. This is often referred to as writ-
ing a job description (see the appendix for a sample job descrip-
tion). List all the duties and responsibilities this person will be 
given. You can always go back and shorten this list. Then take a 
look at the minimum skills and education required to do this job, 
and put this under the section we will call minimum qualifica-
tions. Notice how I said “minimum.” Think about it. Although it 
might be nice to hire a marketing assistant with a Ph.D., is this 
really what you need and will someone with these credentials be 
happy in a position like this? Then review the job description. 
Does it describe one position or three, which will be impossible to 
fill with just one person? Then go back and make any revisions so 
you are clear on what exactly you are looking for. I suggest doing 
this even if you work for a mom-and-pop organization where the 
concept of job descriptions may seem totally radical.

2.	 Failure to cast a wide net—Let’s face it. Hiring is exhausting. 
Why not simply select from the best pool of candidates that are 
within your line of vision and be done with it? There are a number 
of reasons why this approach may not yield the results you are 
seeking. Let’s suppose you limit your decision to employee refer-
rals. More than likely, you will wind up with a team that looks 
and thinks alike, as people usually hang out with those with 
whom they have a lot in common. Or suppose you decide to limit 
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your job posting to a low-cost site like Craigslist. Will you miss 
out on exceptional candidates who may not be actively seeking 
new opportunities?

The cost of hiring has dropped considerably, thanks to the 
Internet and the explosion of social media. There are so many 
resources out there that it can feel overwhelming. Some are bet-
ter than others. The wider you cast your net, the more likely you 
will find that perfect match. I remember when I lived in Boston 
and was searching for my perfect romantic match. I was very 
clear that I would not date anyone outside of the town in which 
I lived. Of course that was limiting, so I extended my parameters 
to include those within a thirty-mile radius. No great results to 
report. I then widened my reach again and still didn’t find many 
viable candidates. It wasn’t until I decided to cast my net as far as 
it would go that I met my perfect match. If only I had done that in 
the beginning, I would not have wasted countless hours trying to 
select the best of the worst from my limited pool, nor would I have 
used precious resources trying to transform the wrong candidates 
into something they were never going to become.

Cast your net as wide as you can throw it. Hiring managers 
should leave no stone unturned. Use your social network and 
leverage the relationships you have developed through work-
related associations or personal organizations. Think outside the 
box. Where might your potential candidates be hanging out? You 
would not believe the amount of networking that takes place on 
soccer fields all across the world, as parents watch their offspring 
try to become the next David Beckham!

3.	 Refusal to pay recruitment fees—Sometimes the person you 
need to hire may not be readily available, or you may simply 
not have the time to sift through a ton of resumés. This is where 
a recruitment agency, which gets paid only when they place a 
candidate, or a search firm, which is paid up front to go out and 
find exactly the type of employee you are looking for, can be 
beneficial. The use of search firms is usually limited to companies 
that are hiring executives or extremely hard-to-fill positions.

When working with a third-party agency, you need to under-
stand that they are working for themselves. The person who helps 
find candidates for your job opening will be paid a commission 
only if he makes a placement. It’s a tough business, and it is not 
unusual to find that the person who helped you hire someone six 
months ago is no longer there the next time you call.
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The best way to find a third-party agency to work with is 
through referrals, as there are some agencies that use practices 
that are less than ethical. For example, they may try to pluck 
the candidate they recently placed in your firm when they have 
a similar job order to fill six months later. Or, they may hold off 
sending you an average candidate until you’ve seen a few can-
didates you’d never hire. They hope you will find this average 
candidate exceptional, based on what you’ve already seen. When 
working with agencies, resist the temptation to whittle down the 
commission fees you pay to way below the average or the better 
candidates will go to the firm that is paying full freight, while you 
receive the leftovers.

4.	 Hiring for skills, rather than fit—If we go back to our dating 
example, we can probably think of a number of people we would 
have considered as life partners (or at least as second dates) based 
on a list of “qualifications” we may have written down. Yet we 
know that in many cases, formalizing these relationships would 
have ended in a disaster. That is because our values may not 
have been in alignment. Everyone comes to the table with certain 
traits (also known as behaviors or competencies) that we’ve either 
learned in the sandbox or are ingrained in our personalities. If 
you’ve ever tried to change the behavior of an adolescent, then 
you know how difficult (if not impossible) changing behavior can 
be. Try transforming a thirty-five-year-old employee who prefers 
to work in solitude into a team player. Can it be done? Maybe, but 
not without a lot of pain, and certainly the endeavor carries no 
guarantee of success. Why not hire someone who thrives off the 
energy of others, allowing the more introverted candidate to find 
a position in which the ability to stay focused for long periods of 
time and to work independently are highly valued?

5.	 Settling: Hiring Mr. Right for right now—So here you are. 
You’ve just been promoted, you’re trying to learn your new job, 
and you are responsible for the work of others. In walks a candi-
date who can plug the hole that was created recently when your 
best employee decided to go on a walkabout in Australia for the 
next year, and perhaps beyond. You do what most inexperienced 
managers do. You settle. You figure this guy will be adequate and 
you are right. He’s adequate and nothing more.

Remember, you are only as good as the people on your team. 
Do you want to be known as the manager who is “adequate” or 
do you want to be the manager with the reputation for having an 
unbeatable team? If it’s the latter (and if it’s not, you might as well 
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join that guy on his walkabout), then you must never settle. If you 
look long and hard enough, you will find exceptional employees. 
But you must believe this is possible and that you deserve this, or 
you will have a difficult time convincing these people that you 
are worthy of their talent.

Before making a final hiring decision, ask yourself the fol-
lowing questions:

•	 Have I seen enough candidates to know that this person is 
right for the position?

•	 Did I cast my net wide enough to ensure that I had an ample 
pool of qualified candidates from which to choose?

•	 Will this person help take our team to the next level?
•	 Do I have any concerns about this candidate that may indi-

cate I am settling?
•	 Have I invested the time and energy that I need to invest in a 

proper search or am I just ready to get this over with?

Once you’ve examined your responses to these questions, you 
will know whether you are making the best hiring decision pos-
sible given what you know or whether you are settling.

The Case for Hiring on Talent, 
Rather than on Skills

I’ve always been a believer that you can train most people to do any-
thing if they have certain traits that indicate they will be successful 
in the role. Of course, there are certain jobs, particularly those in the 
medical field, where skills will always trump behaviors. For example, 
if I were hiring physicians for a hospital, I would select surgeons who 
have demonstrated that they are at the top of their field over those who 
have a pleasing personality but limited experience. The doc with the 
pleasing personality may have traits that indicate he would be a fast 
learner, but my feeling is, let him learn on someone else’s time! We are 
talking about life and death here.

Fortunately most of the hiring you will do will not be a matter of 
life and death, although it certainly may feel that way to you. Experts 
agree that hiring for talent is the way to go. In their book First, Break All 
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the Rules, authors Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman share find-
ings from two massive studies conducted by the Gallup Organization 
over the last twenty-five years. These studies were conducted to deter-
mine what makes great managers great. The managers who became 
the focus of Gallup’s research were invariably those who excelled at 
turning each employee’s talent into performance. Buckingham and 
Coffman go on to explain how the best managers select an employee 
for talent rather than for skills or experience.

In the late 1990s, I was employed as an HR director for a trans-
portation company. The company had 320 employees in eighteen loca-
tions, and I was running solo. To say that I was doing the job of two 
people would be an understatement. Eventually, I was given the go 
ahead to add another person to my staff. There were many “qualified” 
candidates to choose from for this role, but few indicated that they pos-
sessed the talent needed to build a world-class human resource organi-
zation. That’s when I met Megan. She was a recent liberal arts graduate 
who had moved to Boston to make her mark. And that she did!

Megan had absolutely no background in HR, nor had she worked 
in a business environment. But here’s what she did have. Megan had 
been working since the age of fourteen. She had an entrepreneurial 
spirit that wouldn’t quit and had started a few small businesses before 
she left for college. She came from a family of means, although you 
would never know it. (She lived in an apartment with two other women 
in order to make it on her own.) She was smart, self-motivated, and 
willing to do whatever it took for us to meet our crazy goals. I hired 
her for her potential, and when I left the organization five years later 
she was well equipped to take on my role, which is exactly what she 
did. That’s what you call hiring for talent.

Most stories don’t have happy endings like Megan’s because hir-
ing managers find people who’ve done the job before and assume 
they’ve found the perfect match. Yes, they may have been the perfect 
match, but for someone else. Their values may have aligned with those 
of the organization they have recently left, but may be the opposite of 
what fits into your organization. This would explain why a candidate 
who was successful in his last job can turn out to be a disaster when 
he works somewhere else. The honeymoon period ends quickly when 
the manager realizes that some things, like attention to detail, passion, 
and assertiveness, simply cannot be taught.
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Changing Behavior

Some people may argue that of course you can change behavior. They 
will then cite examples of people they have been able to change. But 
at what cost? Perhaps after years of therapy (and dollars) they have 
been able to get their spouse or child to change their behavior. Or 
maybe they were able to transform an employee who perhaps needed 
a bit more TLC to reach their potential? Was that really a behavior 
change?

I would argue that yes, some behavior can be changed. But why 
would you try to square a circle when there are plenty of circles out 
there that will fit right into your organization? Most inexperienced 
managers do not possess the skills needed to create behavior changes. 
Perhaps you will develop these abilities with time, but right now this 
is the last thing you should be doing. Remember, your job is to help 
your “A” players soar. Can you really do this if you are spending half 
your day working with people who may not have the raw materials 
necessary (or the desire) for you to mold them into a work of art?

In the next chapter we will dive into how to determine which 
candidates possess the traits and talent that will be the right match 
for your situation.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 One of the most important skills you will need to master is the 
ability to select top talent for your organization. Do this well, and 
you will be able to focus your time on developing a team that 
is aligned with the goals and values of the organization. Fail to 
master this skill and you will waste countless hours correcting 
performance-related problems and interviewing replacements.

•	 Don’t even think about beginning the selection process until you 
have taken the time to clearly define the position. This way you 
won’t waste time assessing candidates who should never have 
been brought in for an interview in the first place.

•	 Hire for fit and talent; train for skill. If you hire someone who is 
inquisitive, a quick leaner, and interested in taking on new chal-
lenges, she should have no problem learning what she needs to 
know to be successful on the job.
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In 2007, I launched my company, Prometheus Springs. 
There were a lot of hiccups at the beginning of my start-up. 
I used the same management style that I had seen being 
used above me when I worked in advertising. I call it fear-
driven management. ‘If you can’t do it, I’ll get someone else 
who can!’ It wasn’t long before I started creating a lot of 
resentment in my own company. I was kicking partners out 
of the company and spending excessive amounts of time 
talking about the state of partnerships, while little was being 
done on getting our product out the door. At first I blamed 
this turmoil on the people. Then I realized my style of 
management was the cause of the problems. I wasn’t taking 
responsibility for the leadership of my company. I also 
realized that management by fear didn’t create sustainable 
results. It created more problems.

I knew if I was going to succeed, I would need to create 
a team that would move forward with me. In order to do 
this, I had to re-establish credibility. Here’s how I did this. I 
apologized for not being the boss, when I should have been. 
I promised to be a good boss. I took the reins and let people 
know that I was willing to lead. Then I did what I said I was 
going to do. I began to lead. I also let my people know that 
I didn’t know everything and that I was seeking guidance 
from CEOs who had more experience than I did.

Rahul Panchal
President and CEO

Prometheus Springs



This page intentionally left blank 



C H A P T E R  FOUR

You Want Me 
to Do What? 
The Art of Influencing Your Employees 
to Get What You Need

Imagine how much simpler life would be if you were able to request 
something and actually get what you asked for. We call this the 
art of influencing. “Influence,” as defined by Dictionary.com, is 

the “action or process of producing effects on the actions, behavior, 
opinions, etc., of another or others.” This means, essentially, that you 
make a request in such a way that others are willing and able to honor 
that request.

In our lifetimes, we will influence thousands of people. Now, 
before you say this is clearly an exaggeration, think about how many 
people you’ve influenced this week alone. Were you able to convince 
your child to do something you asked him to do? Were you able to 
persuade your friend to go to a particular restaurant this week? Did 
you ask an employee to do something and she did exactly what you 
asked? These are all examples of influence.

When we influence people, we move or impel them to some 
action. Have you noticed how some people are experts at making this 
happen? They may have gotten you to do something without you even 
realizing they were using their influencing skills. Before we go any 
further, we need to understand how this differs from manipulation. 
When we use manipulation, we influence, but in a disingenuous way. 
For example, I may convince you that I should be the one to share 
the findings of our report to the executive team because I want all the 
glory. If, on the other hand, I suspected we were going to get a lot of 
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pushback from the executives, which only I could respond to, then I’ve 
used influence to move you toward an action that allows us both to 
achieve a shared vision of having our project succeed. In this chapter, 
we’ll explore how we can use influence in a respectful way to move 
employees towards a shared vision.

APPLYING INFLUENCE

When preparing to face a situation in which you need to apply influ-
ence, consider the factors that may affect your outcome. Ask yourself 
the following questions:

•	 Goal: What is the desired goal or outcome? What results do I 
want to achieve?

•	 Players/individuals: Who are the people involved and what is the 
current state of the relationship?

•	 Environment: What other external factors may affect the situa-
tion and the desired outcome?

•	 Skills: How will I approach the situation? What behaviors may 
help in achieving the goal?

Creating an Environment Where “Shared 
Vision” Is More than a Mantra

Peter M. Senge, who was named a “Strategist of the Century” by the 
Journal of Business Strategy, one of twenty-four men and women who 
have “had the greatest impact on the way we conduct business today,” 
has written much on the subject of creating productive workplaces. His 
book, The Fifth Discipline, brought him firmly into the limelight and 
popularized the concept of the “learning organization.” Senge defines 
learning organizations as “organizations where people continually 
expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where 
new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collec-
tive aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning 
to see the whole together.” So what does any of this have to do with 
influencing? Lots!

Senge identifies five disciplines that distinguish learning organi-
zations from more traditional organizations. The one that is most rel-
evant to our discussion on influence is the discipline of building shared 
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vision. This is one of the key motivators that is instrumental in getting 
people to do what you ask. Think about it. Would you voluntarily work 
nights and weekends to complete an important initiative or project if 
you weren’t fully on board? Would you be willing to find a solution to 
a disagreement that you were having with a friend if you both did not 
share a common vision of sustaining the relationship? The results you 
will receive when using influence will vary depending on how skilled 
you are at moving people toward a high level of shared commitment 
and vision. Improvement will come with practice. As you improve your 
ability to influence, you will be able to create a workplace based on 
commitment, rather than compliance. You will foster an environment 
where people do what you ask because they want to, not because they 
believe they have no choice but to comply.

Establishing Credibility

So how do you establish credibility with your team and your coworkers 
when you have a limited track record? You do so one step at a time. 
You begin with honesty and transparency. What other choice do you 
have? Sure, you could certainly pretend you’ve run a project this size 
elsewhere, or work hard to give others the impression that you know 
exactly what you are doing. But do you want to go to work every day 
worried that people will find out that you are not really what you say 
you are? Some of you may be thinking that lots of people do this. Yes, 
this is true. But lots of people eventually fail because their team mem-
bers aren’t willing to extend themselves to help them succeed. Instead, 
they sit back just waiting for that person to fail because they know that 
person has been less than truthful.

The quickest way to build credibility is to do what you say you 
will do. The fastest way to lose it—not doing what you say you will 
do. Keeping your commitments is such a simple concept, yet few seem 
to execute this well. Why? Because often our intentions do not match 
our behaviors. By that, I mean that your intentions may be noble, but 
your actions indicate something else. For example, you may have told 
your employees there would be no more layoffs because you wanted to 
put their minds at ease. Your heart may have been in the right place, 
but what you really did when you communicated this message was 
to promise something you may not have intended, such as lifelong 
employment. If you don’t have much in the way of credibility built 
up, this one move could destroy what you have worked so hard to 
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build, should another layoff occur. Imagine what will happen should 
a decline in business result in another reduction in force. Who is going 
to be willing to commit to helping the organization dig themselves out 
of the hole they are in? Certainly not those team members who feel 
they can no longer trust you.

Naturally, there will be times when you may no longer be able to 
commit to what you may have stated. That’s when you must go back 
to honesty and transparency. Here’s an example of what I mean by 
this: suppose you told an employee that you would be giving her a 
promotion, along with a pay raise, in June. Come May, the company 
places a freeze on all promotions and pay increases. Some managers 
would wait until June to let the employee know she will not be receiv-
ing something she’s been promised. However, a good manager, one 
who was operating with the employee’s best interest in mind, would 
notify the employee as soon as this information was delivered so the 
employee had all the information she needed to readjust her expecta-
tions. This type of transparency would help the manager build cred-
ibility. How? This situation presents an opportunity for the manager 
to show empathy by acknowledging how disappointing this must be 
for the employee. It’s also a time when the manager could come up 
with alternative ways to recognize the employee for her efforts, so she 
remains committed.

Another way to build credibility is by being authentic. New man-
agers, especially those who have been promoted from within, often find 
this challenging, as they attempt to mirror the style of their bosses. In 
fact, sometimes they even begin to look like their boss! Others duly 
note this type of noticeable change. When you are not authentic, you 
may be perceived as being more interested in building your own career 
than in helping others achieve their goals. That is why it’s best to be 
yourself and build your own style of management.

You’ve been promoted or you received this job because others 
believe you can do the job. During the interview process, you demon-
strated that you had unique traits that made you the right fit for the 
job. Build on these traits so you can quickly establish your credibility. 
For example, if you are known as someone who is not afraid to ask for 
help when it’s needed, then continue to do so. Or, if you are known as 
someone who has always thought a bit outside the box, then continue 
to bring your new ideas forward. The lesson here is to be true to yourself 
and those around you by being authentic. Don’t change who you are, 
just because you now have a title.

Your credibility will also rise when you treat people fairly. Notice 
that I didn’t say treat people the same. That’s because equal isn’t 
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always fair. For example, it’s only natural that you would give a vet-
eran employee more autonomy than someone who has just been hired. 
The newly hired person will need more direction from you, which 
means you may not be able to immediately honor their request to 
telecommute a few days a week. However, you may honor this type of 
request from an established employee, who has proven he can work 
efficiently on his own.

Consistency, particularly in the area of accountability, is another 
key element of establishing credibility. While it’s important to establish 
your authority early on and set challenging, but achievable, goals, it is 
even more important to hold all team members accountable for high 
levels of performance, right from the start. This can be challenging 
for new managers, as no one wants to be perceived as the bad guy. 
However, you must hold people accountable for their performance or 
others will not take you seriously.

This is how you build credibility and gain the respect of team 
members, peers, and managers. Without this strong foundation, you 
will likely fail to gain the support needed to become an effective man-
ager.

Building Trust

Your ability to influence another is contingent upon the level of trust 
you have established with that person. Have you ever had someone 
whom you didn’t trust ask you to do something? What was your reac-
tion? Did you do what he asked? Most likely, you dismissed his request. 
After all, why would you do something for someone whose motives 
you questioned?

Whenever you think of trust, think of a bank account. Every time 
you do something to build trust, you make a deposit. The more deposits 
you make, the more trust you build. Every now and again you may 
have a slight breach of trust, perhaps because of a misunderstand-
ing. We’ll call this a withdrawal. But if you have enough trust in your 
account, an occasional withdrawal will not bankrupt you.

Each time we interact with someone, we are making either a 
deposit or a withdrawal. The more deposits we’ve made, the easier it 
will be for us to get what we want or need. Building your account takes 
time and effort. However, these accounts will always pay dividends if 
you keep banking on this model.

You need to begin building trust right from the start. Every day 
that goes by is a lost opportunity to build a relationship with those 
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members of your team you rely most heavily upon. That’s why it is 
so important to demonstrate behavior that establishes high levels of 
trust, from day one.

Here are ways to build high levels of trust:

Be consistent—Deep trust is earned when you display consistent 
behaviors over a period of time. Think of people you know who do 
this well. What is your relationship like with these people? Would you 
trust them with your life? Then think of others whose behavior varies 
with the weather. What is your relationship like with these people? 
Would you be willing to walk a tightrope if they were holding one end 
of the rope?

Demonstrate your competence, which includes your capabilities, 
results, and track record—I don’t know about you, but I’m certainly 
not going to trust anyone to perform surgery on a family member 
unless she can demonstrate she is competent in the procedure she is 
about to perform. The same types of decisions are made in organiza-
tions all the time, although in these situations it’s rarely a matter of life 
and death. The plum assignments go to those people who have demon-
strated over time that they are able to successfully complete the work 
that is assigned to them. The opposite is true as well. If someone can’t 
perform and can’t deliver we are probably not going to trust him.

Remove the debris—It’s difficult to rebuild trust if there are obstacles 
in the way. I like to refer to these obstacles as debris. It’s the stuff that’s 
in the room that you refuse to clear. Here is an example: everyone 
knows that you said there would be no more layoffs, yet last month 
you did a “reduction in force.” Call it what you like, it’s still a layoff. 
Your employees don’t expect you to be perfect. However, they do expect 
you to own up to mistakes, just like you expect them to do. Clear the 
air and apologize for saying something you have come to regret. This 
way everyone can move forward.

Be respectful—This may sound a lot easier than it actually is. Here is 
just one of the many ways managers fail to be respectful. The last time 
your phone rang while you were meeting with an employee, what did 
you do? If you said that you answered the phone, then it may be time 
to rethink how respectful you are being to your employees. It’s hard 
to make a real connection with an employee while multitasking. In 
fact, it’s impossible.

Be genuine—Integrity and intent are the cornerstones of trust. You 
have to be honest and your intent must be mutually beneficial. This 
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means you have to fully believe that what you are about to do is in 
the interest of those involved, not just in your own interest. This means 
being honest in your dealings with people. If a coworker asks for feed-
back regarding the way he handled a particular situation, give him 
what he is asking for, keeping in mind a certain level of tact.

Rebuilding Trust

I mentioned earlier in this chapter that there may be times when you 
make a mistake that depletes some of the trust in your account. But 
what happens when you make a withdrawal that puts you in the 
red?

If you are lucky, you will get an opportunity to rebuild from the 
devastation that occurs with a significant breach in trust. According to 
Stephen Covey, author of The SPEED of Trust: The One Thing that Changes 
Everything, you cannot simply talk yourself out of a problem that you 
behaved yourself into. You have to use behavior to get out of the situ-
ation you are in. Here’s what you must do:

•	 Be real—Loss of trust is a serious problem that has serious conse-
quences. You must deal with the fact that you’ve lost the trust of 
those around you.

•	 Take responsibility—Own it with an “I” statement. By that, I 
mean begin your apology with the word “I” rather than “Corpo-
rate” or “The Bankers,” or any other third party you can think of 
to blame for the situation.

•	 Vow to make things right—Act on your vow.
•	 Redefine expectations going forward—Let people know exactly 

what you are going to do as you move forward.
•	 Do what you say you are going to do—Keep the commitment.

Covey also notes, “The best leaders recognize that trust impacts 
us 24/7, 365 days a year. It undergirds and affects the quality of every 
relationship, every communication, every work project, every business 
venture, every effort in which we are engaged. It changes the quality of 
every present moment and alters the trajectory and outcome of every 
future moment of our lives—both personally and professionally.”

Building trust is a learnable skill, but you have to be willing to 
practice it all the time. This is one skill well worth the investment of 
time and energy because it will provide you with returns for years to 
come.
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KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 One of the most important skills for managers to master is the 
art of influence. As managers, we are always working to move 
others into action. Skillfully exercising influence will increase 
acceptance of your ideas, ensure the involvement of others, and 
improve collaboration.

•	 There is a clear difference between influence and manipulation. 
When we choose to influence, we do so in a genuine way. We have 
considered all alternatives and believe this action is in the best 
interest of all parties involved. When we choose to manipulate, 
we do so knowing that the goal we have in mind is beneficial to 
ourselves and may not be in the best interest of others.

•	 If you are going to be successful in getting people to do what you 
ask them to do then you must have a shared vision. You must 
all be working toward a common goal or it will be difficult to 
achieve alignment.

•	 There is a substantial difference in long-term results when people 
are doing something because they are committed rather than just 
complying. As a manager, you need to create a work environment 
that inspires people to work toward a shared vision.

•	 To build credibility and gain the respect of team members, peers, 
and managers, you must quickly establish yourself as a credible 
leader. You do this by being honest and transparent, doing what 
you say you will do, being authentic, treating people fairly, and 
showing others you are consistent and willing to hold people 
accountable.

•	 Your ability to influence others is contingent upon the level of trust 
you have in your “bank of trust” account. Ways you can build 
trust include demonstrating your competency, which includes 
your capabilities, results, and track record; displaying consistent 
behavior; removing obstacles that may be getting in the way of 
your relationships; and being respectful and genuine.

•	 Trust can usually be rebuilt, but you have to be willing to admit 
where you have failed, and you must vow to do things differently. 
Most importantly, you must show people evidence that you are 
willing to do whatever it takes to earn back their trust.



At age twenty-three, I became responsible for supervising a 
staff of direct reports. In my current role as a manufacturing 
supervisor for Merck, many of my reports are older than I 
am. In fact, almost 50 percent of them have kids older than 
me!

I work in a very strong union environment, which is 
something that I wasn’t prepared for. The union versus 
company scenario is old school to me. I’m more accustomed 
to working in a team environment where we worked as one 
unit.

Michael Alston, Jr.
Manufacturing Supervisor

Merck
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C H A P T E R  FIVE

Generation 
Integration
Leveraging Workplace Differences 
into Opportunities

Is it just me, or do the faces in the workplace look different these 
days? For the first time in history, we have four (or five, depending 
on who is counting) generations in the workplace. That is quite a 

change from the 1950s, when 60 percent of the workforce consisted 
of white males. These men were typically the sole breadwinners in 
the household, and they expected to retire by age sixty-five to spend 
their golden years on the golf course. What a difference a half century 
makes!

Today, some workers don’t even get their careers started until they 
are well into their forties. Some mature workers are returning to the 
workplace after raising families, while others are shifting gears either 
voluntarily (time to try something new) or involuntarily (their jobs 
have been shipped overseas). Thanks to the recession of 2009, older 
Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) are delaying retirement 
as they try to rebuild their retirement portfolios. That leaves us with 
frustrated Gen Xers (born between 1965 and 1979), who thought by 
now they would be moving into those corner offices, and, in the United 
States, with a slew of about 75 million younger workers, also known 
as Millennials (born between 1980 and 1992), who are challenging 
the way work is done on a daily basis. (More on Millennials’ contribu-
tions later.)

As if management wasn’t challenging enough, today’s manager 
must be adept at leveraging generational workforce differences into 
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opportunities. In order to do this, you must first understand where 
people are coming from, so you can better understand where they are 
headed and how to best manage them.

Meet the Generations

By closely examining the differences and commonalities of each of the 
generations, you will be better prepared to unite your workforce. Let’s 
begin by meeting the generations.

Of course not everyone in each of the generations is like the 
characters in the following descriptions, but you can get a fairly good 
picture of each of the generations by reading their stories. Some of 
you may be thinking that you cannot relate at all to the person who 
represents your generation. That may be because you are on the tail 
end of one of these demographics. If you are on the cusp of one of 
the generations, you may better relate to the generation that is either 
before or after yours. But certainly we all know people who can easily 
fit into these descriptions.

THE TRADITIONALIST (BORN BEFORE 1945)

Meet Max, Mr. Traditionalist. Max, who is now in senior management, 
grew up in the shadows of the Great Depression and has always been 
grateful to have a job. He started with the company thirty-five years 
ago in the mailroom and has remained loyal ever since.

Max is slowly adjusting to technology. He is able to e-mail pic-
tures of his grandchildren to anyone in the office who might want 
to see them, but struggles sending e-mail attachments at work. This 
puzzles some of the younger workers, who are constantly called in to 
assist Max on technology matters.

Over the years, Max has put money away for his “golden years.” 
Unfortunately, what Max and others in his generation couldn’t foresee 
was the stock market tanking just before his scheduled retirement date. 
So now Max has no immediate plans for vacating his nice corner office, 
much to the dismay of his younger coworkers.
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THE BABY BOOMER (BORN BETWEEN 1946 AND 1964)

Meet Barbara the Baby Boomer. She takes her work seriously (some may 
say too seriously). Barbara is thrilled to be a member of the first genera-
tion of women who were able to choose to work or stay at home.

Those who know Barbara well would describe her as competitive. 
She has competed with the millions of other Baby Boomers her whole 
life, all of whom were vying for a limited number of jobs.

Like many Boomers, Barbara tries to do it all. She works crazy 
hours while caring for her family and aging parents. Barbara thinks 
the younger workers in the firm are in awe of her ability to do it all, 
when in fact, most wonder why someone would give everything they 
have to an organization that could easily let them go tomorrow.

THE GEN XER (BORN BETWEEN 1965 AND 1981)

Michael is of Generation X, also known as Gen X. He is a fairly casual 
guy, and at first glance, you’d never guess he was a member of man-
agement, based on his informal attire. Michael doesn’t see the value of 
spending disposable income on dry cleaning bills. After all, how many 
people come to visit him in his cube?

Michael is the kind of guy who likes to get things done. He doesn’t 
understand the need for Boomers to call a meeting to talk about a 
meeting. He’d rather get the work done on his terms, which means he’s 
rarely in the office before 9:00 a.m. or after 5:00 p.m.

Michael’s workspace is sparsely decorated, so he can easily pack 
up his office at a moment’s notice. You see, Michael grew up in a time 
of corporate downsizing. His dad was laid-off more times than Michael 
can remember. He knows that no job is forever.

THE MILLENNIAL (BORN BETWEEN 1982 AND 2000)

Meet Ashley. She’s young, she’s hip, and she’s ready to launch her 
career in marketing . . . as soon as she’s finished listening to her favorite 
Black Eyed Peas tune, which she just downloaded on company time.

People in Ashley’s generation have grown up in an environment 
where their parents have done it all for them, and in some cases, are 
still doing it all for them. She asks a lot of questions and when she 
forgets, her mother steps in!

Like her peers, Ashley is accustomed to multitasking. She’s a 
techno wiz and can type faster than most people in the office, yet she 
can’t write a proper business letter. Business protocol? Fugadabout it!
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Ashley is certainly not interested in paying her dues. Never has 
been, never will be. She is a concerned citizen and even has a plant in 
her cube. She believes her generation will change things. Doesn’t that 
sound familiar?

Population Pipeline 2010

Seismic Shift: The Impact of the Changing 
Demographics on the Workplace

You may have heard predictions that we would be facing a catastrophic 
labor shortage in the year 2010. Thanks to one of the worst recessions 
in history, we avoided that disaster. But for how long? Baby Boomers 
did not retire from workplaces in droves, as predicted, because many 
were no longer able to stop working due to their dwindling retirement 
funds. Older workers are still delaying retirement. But many will be 
forced to leave the workforce because of ailing health and other cir-
cumstances beyond their control.

All you have to do is look at the population pipeline and you can 
see that there will be huge gaps left in organizations when the Boomers 
start exiting in droves. There simply aren’t enough Gen Xers to take 
their place. While there may be a huge group of Millennials waiting 
to fill the roles left by Gen Xers, who will eventually be moving up the 
ranks, many of them will lack the necessary skills and experience to 
move swiftly into these jobs.
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As a manager, you need to be aware of these trends so you can 
prepare yourself for the inevitable. Let’s begin by taking a closer look 
at what you can do to prepare for this shift, which will occur as mature 
workers exit the workplace.

1.	 Be flexible—Be willing to consider requests to modify work sched-
ules, no matter how out-of-the-box these requests may seem. Sure, 
maybe no one in the organization has ever worked half the year 
in Boston and the other half in Miami, but does this mean it can’t 
be done? Companies like CVS and Home Depot are offering their 
employees opportunities to fly the coop when the weather gets 
cold and to return to the nest as communities begin to bustle 
again. This allows them to retain experienced workers who are 
ready to hit the ground running when they return to work. Man-
agers can also, by allowing this type of seasonal work schedule, 
adjust their staffing in locations to meet the needs of the surging 
population during peak times. Many smaller firms are now get-
ting into the snowbird act, particularly with those workers who 
are on the road a lot. The cost to set up a home office these days 
is so reasonable that many employers are now more open to this 
type of option, particularly if saying no means losing a valuable 
worker. This approach allows older workers who are looking to 
retire an opportunity to continue work in a way that suits them.

Let your workers solve their problems. If an employee comes 
to you and wants to do a job share, then ask him to come back 
to you with the other person who is willing and able to take on 
the role.

If an employee asks for time off to take care of an aging par-
ent or an ill child, do whatever you can to provide her with the 
time she needs. When she returns to the workplace, she will be 
more committed than when she left.

Speak to the owner of your company or to senior manage-
ment to see if it’s possible to offer phased retirement. Sometimes 
knowing you have the option to phase out of the organization at 
any time is more important that actually doing it. Phased retire-
ment allows employees to reduce their work hours or responsi-
bilities. Some employees will cut back their hours only to realize 
they prefer a full-time schedule. The option of phased retirement 
is attractive to individuals because they can continue to earn an 
income under more flexible terms while the employer gets to keep 
valuable employees that much longer.



54	 Managing DOWN

2.	 Succession planning—Succession planning is a process whereby 
an organization ensures employees are recruited and developed 
to fill each key role within the company. This type of planning is 
usually done by larger organizations, which have the resources to 
do this. But that doesn’t mean you can’t do this on your own. In 
fact, effective managers do this all the time, perhaps on a more 
informal basis.

Put together a chart of your current staff and their positions. 
Then take a close look at the skills required for each position. Now 
think about who you can move into each of these jobs, should 
someone leave. If you don’t have anyone in your workgroup to fill 
a particular job, then ask yourself what someone in your group 
would need in order to be ready to move into this role. Now begin 
to prepare this employee for the next step up by providing her 
with training, development, and coaching to ensure she is ready 
to move into this role when the time comes. Outstanding man-
agers are always looking for ways to develop their people. They 
rarely worry about investing in employees who may leave them 
for another company because they know that if they treat them 
right, this person will be with them for a long time.

Some of you may be wondering why you would want to train 
your replacement. Here’s why. Your boss may be hesitant to pro-
mote you if there is no one who can easily move into your job.

3.	 Hire for potential—Now more than ever, you are going to need 
to do an exceptional job of hiring for potential. If your particular 
workforce consists of some fairly seasoned employees, you know 
it won’t be long before you will need to pull from the younger 
ranks. It is imperative that you seek new hires that demonstrate 
they have the potential for growth. After all, these people may 
become your “A” team sooner than you think.

Busting Common Myths Associated 
with the Generations

“They are not really interested in working.” “They know nothing about 
technology.” “They are just a bunch of crybabies.” Enough already! 
I’m sick of people trying to shove everyone into nice little boxes so they 
can make the chart on their PowerPoint slides look nice. These are just 
some of the many common myths we hear about the generations in 
the workplace. This stereotyping has significantly hindered our ability 
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to successfully unite the generations in the workplace. I’m proposing 
that we bust through these myths so you can focus on what you need 
to actively engage people throughout your workplace. The best way to 
bust through these myths is to share some of the common ones. Below 
are four that you’re likely to hear.

1.	 Younger workers are lazy. All you have to do is walk through 
the office after 5:00 p.m. and you’ll see for yourself. Most of the 
younger staff are nowhere to be found. So of course we can assume 
they are lazy and they are not willing to put in the extra hours it 
takes to move up in the organization.

I’ve interviewed hundreds of Millennials throughout orga-
nizations across America for work that I do regarding the gen-
erations, and the one line that keeps coming up consistently is 
“Don’t mistake our ability to get work done quickly as laziness!” 
This group is not lazy. They are efficient. They don’t believe they 
should sit in their cubicles doing busy work just because they 
work efficiently. I wish I had been as smart when I was their age. 
I wasted hours of my life shuffling paper, waiting for my boss to 
go home so I could depart!

2.	 Older workers aren’t interested in learning. Really? Maybe you 
should tell that to eighty-five-year-old Don Weedin, of Poulsbo, 
Washington, who went back to receive his G.E.D. at age forty. Or 
talk to the millions of older workers who leave their jobs every 
day because they feel like they are no longer learning.

Many people, young and old, work because they like to be 
challenged. Just because you hit a birthday with a zero at the 
end of it doesn’t mean your brain goes on holiday. Provide your 
mature workers with new opportunities to learn and see how they 
continue to blossom.

3.	 Gen Xers have low levels of work commitment. They’ll leave 
you at a moment’s notice. Really? Tell that to Gen Xer Michael 
Shipman, VP of Talent and Organizational Development for 
Hanover, Massachusetts-based Rockland Trust. He and many 
other Gen Xers in this organization are totally committed to the 
mission and goals of their company. Michael glows when he talks 
about Rockland Trust being recently named by Boston Globe as 
“One of the 100 Best Companies in Massachusetts.”

A recent study conducted by Catalyst found that Gen Xers 
are very committed to their jobs and their careers. Fully 85 per-
cent reported that their fate in their workplace mattered, and 83 
percent said they were willing to put in far more effort than is 
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normally expected to help their organizations succeed. People, 
regardless of age, will demonstrate high levels of commitment to 
their organizations if they feel they are making a difference.

4.	 Older workers lack stamina. Whatever you do, just make sure 
you don’t tell your employee who runs the Boston Marathon 
every year that you believe she doesn’t have the stamina to do 
the job. Mature workers are in better shape than those who have 
come before them.

If you’ve been fortunate enough to catch Rolling Stones front-
man Mick Jagger in concert you know exactly what I mean. In 
an earlier interview, a young Jagger told a reporter that if he was 
still singing “Satisfaction” when he was in his forties, he’d kill 
himself. Today, he is in his late sixties, and not only is he still 
singing “Satisfaction” in stadium shows, he’s knocking it out of 
the park! Need I say more?

Motivating Your Mature Workers

We discussed earlier what you can do to retain your mature workers. 
Now let’s talk briefly about what you can specifically do to keep them 
motivated.

People like to be asked for their opinions, and this is especially 
true for mature workers. Consider setting up a mentor program, so 
mature workers can work side-by-side with younger workers to share 
their wisdom and expertise. While you are at it, establish a reverse 
mentoring program, where younger workers can share their knowl-
edge with mature workers, who may benefit from hearing all those 
fresh ideas, not to mention all those tips on how to use and maximize 
technology!

Seek your employees’ opinions, particularly if the company is 
trying to extend its marketing reach to a similar demographic. I often 
cringe when I see ads that are supposed to be targeted to my demo-
graphic. I wonder which twenty-something thought this particular 
message would resonate with people in my age group! When design-
ing products for a particular segment of the population, ask those in 
your organization who fit the bill to provide input. This may prevent 
you from inventing a product or adding expensive features that will 
be deemed useless by your intended market.

Show through your actions, and not just through your words, that 
you are not planning on replacing them with a younger model any-
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time soon. (Of course, don’t do this if your intent is quite the opposite!) 
This will help you create a workplace based on loyalty and trust, both 
necessary ingredients for engaging mature workers.

Help! My Employee Is Treating 
Me Like Her Child!

I can personally relate to those of you who have had to put up with 
employees treating you as if you were their own child. Early in my 
career, I had a secretary who used to wag her finger at me when she 
was upset with something I did, just as an angry parent would wave 
her finger at a young child. It used to drive me crazy.

I finally couldn’t take it anymore, so I decided it was time to have 
a talk with her. She was shocked to hear she was doing this. She was 
so accustomed to waving her finger at her own daughter (who was my 
age) that it had become part of her being. We both laughed when she 
apologized and we came to an agreement that she would sit on her 
hands the next time she got upset with me!

The employee who is treating you like a child may have no idea 
he is coming across this way. Provide him with specific examples of 
what he is doing that makes you feel this way and ask for suggestions 
on what he believes can be done to improve this situation.

Unleashing the Potential of Younger Workers

I’m a huge fan of the Millennials. Their capabilities are amazing! 
However, some people may never come to this realization because 
many Millennials enter the workplace like bulls in a china shop. I, 
on the other hand, see them more like stallions. With proper training 
and guidance, they can be groomed to become real competitors in the 
workplace.

Millennials want and need structure. If you toss a project on their 
desk while you are running by their cubicle, you’ll have to deal with 
the consequences. By that, I mean that they may be in your office 
every ten minutes asking you for further clarification. Take the time 
to tell them exactly what you want done, and they will do it. Fail to 
do this and it won’t be long before you are off to the races, looking for 
a Horse Whisperer.
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KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 To be successful in today’s business environment, managers must 
be adept at leveraging generational workforce differences into 
opportunities. We begin by gaining an understanding of where 
people are coming from, so we can determine how to best support 
and manage them as individuals. We must familiarize ourselves 
with the differences and commonalities of each generation so we 
can tear down any barriers that are preventing our workforce 
from uniting.

•	 We will see dramatic changes in the landscape of the workplace 
as Baby Boomers begin to exit the workforce in droves. Some 
industries, like technology and retail, may be less affected by this 
shift, since these industries tend to employ a younger workforce. 
However in many industries, including public utilities and educa-
tional institutions, the impact of the Boomers moving into retire-
ment will be devastating. Examine your surroundings and plan 
accordingly.

•	 There are plenty of myths surrounding each of the generations. 
Do your best to ignore much of what you hear; instead, make 
your own observations and conclusions.

•	 Each generation has something to contribute to the workplace. 
Create mentoring and reverse-mentoring programs so that work-
ers can shine, while guiding others who may be less experienced 
in a particular area.



I got promoted and had the responsibility of managing my 
best friend, who tried to, and did, take advantage of the 
fact we were best friends. Expected special treatment, didn’t 
show up, and expected no consequences. My choices were to 
fire him or lose my job for being incompetent.

I fired him, for the right reasons, and walked away with a 
valuable lesson on managing departments that has held 
me in good stead throughout the years. In retrospect, he 
was toxic to the function of the organization I was trying to 
manage. Do what you know is right, and things will work 
out for the best, even if it doesn’t seem so at the time.

Ray McTier
Management and Technology Strategist

Ray McTier Consultants
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Dealing with 
Difficult Employees
Strategies to Keep You Sane 
during Insane Times

Ask managers what they dislike most about their jobs and the 
majority will say dealing with problem employees. Problem 
employees are a fact of life, so the sooner you learn how to deal 

with them, the easier your job will be. But wait, you may be thinking 
that if you do what I say and hire the right people, you’re not going to 
have to worry about this.

Over time, people and circumstances change. Consider people 
you know who have gone through life-changing events. For example, 
can you think of someone whose personality shifted dramatically as 
they were caring for an aging parent or while they were going through 
a divorce? Or what about an employee who seemed to be the perfect 
worker until his salary was frozen?

It’s best to be prepared for anything and everything. The worst 
that can happen is that you will never need these skills. But like a fire 
drill, it’s best to know where all the emergency exits are located, just 
in case one day you need to use this information.

Toxic Employees

Let’s begin by defining a toxic employee. For our purposes, this is some-
one whose negative behavior and demeanor has an immediate effect 
on everyone he comes into contact with. Signs that indicate you have 
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a toxic employee in your workplace include infighting, backstabbing, 
passive–aggressive behavior (aggressive actions done in a passive or 
weak manner), antagonism, arguments or criticisms for the sake of 
being different, and an unwillingness to help out others in a culture 
that values collaboration. Toxic employees are highly contagious and 
often sicken the rest of your workplace if you don’t take immediate 
action. Usually, the only cure that works is removal.

Some toxic employees have no idea they are diseased. Often, this 
is because no one has ever confronted them, for fear of their wrath. 
Think of these people as the bullies on the playground. Only this time, 
you’re not five years old and your mom isn’t there to make sure every-
one plays nice.

The only way to take on a bully (or in our case a toxic employee) 
is to approach him head on. Before you make your attack, you will 
need to be sure you are prepared for the battle. Begin by writing down 
all of the behaviors you have noticed and the impact these behaviors 
are having on the organization. You need to be very specific about the 
behavior you observe. For example, telling a toxic employee he has 
a bad attitude, which has been noticed by others, will do nothing but 
fuel the situation. The most likely response you will receive from him 
is, “What do you mean I have a bad attitude? I’m not the problem 
here. You are!” Right about now, you will probably want to run out of 
the room looking for a parent to take over.

Now imagine how the conversation might go if you provided this 
employee with specifics regarding your observations and the impact 
this employee’s behavior is having on others. For example, you might 
say, “John, I noticed at our staff meetings that you do not let others 
finish what they are saying before you tell them why they are wrong. 
For example, last Friday when Bill was sharing his opinion on how to 
fix the software bugs that have been delaying the launch of our new 
product, you cut him off mid-sentence to tell him his ideas would never 
work. I don’t believe you mean to do this. But when this does occur, 
I’m wondering if you’ve noticed, like I have, the reaction Bill and other 
members of the team have to your behavior. People seem to shut down 
and are no longer willing to work toward solving the problem.”

In some situations, this will be a breakthrough moment. John 
may ask you to provide more examples, so be prepared to share more 
than one occurrence that you’ve noted. He may then ask you for sug-
gestions on how he can change his approach. Be ready by having some 
answers to questions you can foresee.

What if things don’t improve? You have a very short window to 
turn this behavior around. My advice is to come up with a performance 
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plan with your employee that includes exactly what you require and 
the specific dates by which you expect this employee to turn his situa-
tion around. Include exactly what will happen if this timetable is not 
met. For example, will the employee be put on a formal performance 
improvement plan or will he be terminated? Then be sure you follow 
up as you’ve stated so that the employee knows you are committed to 
solving this problem, one way or another.

My Employee Is Going through a 
Difficult Period: Avoiding the Shift 
from Manager to Therapist

We spend so much time at work that it shouldn’t be surprising that 
the lines between work and family can become blurry. But even when 
it does happen, we are often unprepared. I recall early in my career 
having an employee come to me for what I thought was advice on a 
business-related matter. I spent two hours (which is way more than 
I should have) listening to him share his marital problems. Talking 
about feeling ill equipped! I was a twenty-four-year-old single woman 
who knew nothing about marriage, even less about divorce, and was 
still learning my new job. I wanted to be supportive, yet I felt way out 
of my depth. And I was!

An event like the one I just described may happen to you, so it’s 
best to know what to do. A good place to start is by asking HR or your 
manager if your organization has an Employee Assistance Program 
(EAP). These programs are a great referral source for employees in need 
of professional services. All conversations are confidential, and services 
may have little or no fee.

What do you do if your organization does not provide access to 
an EAP? Look about for a nonprofit that might be able to assist your 
employee. Or suggest she speak with someone at her local church or 
synagogue who can guide her through this difficult time. It’s best to 
locate resources prior to situations arising, so you have a place, other 
than the couch in your office, where employees can find help.
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Using Sugar to Sweeten an 
Employee’s Disposition

There are times when good employees sour. When this occurs, think 
about when you first noticed a shift in this person’s behavior. Was it 
right after you gave her an exceptional performance review and then 
had to tell her there would be no increase in her salary? Did it occur 
soon after the company announced layoffs? Or had you just been 
assigned another office to cover, which left you with less time to spend 
with this person? If you can identify where your employee may have 
gone off course, you may be able to redirect her so she comes back 
into the fold.

I’m asking you to think about these questions because if you 
can identify a specific event or events that have caused an engaged 
employee to become disenchanted, you may be able to make some 
simple changes to the way you’ve been working with her. Here’s what 
I mean by this. If we take the example of the employee who received 
an exceptional performance review and no rise in compensation to 
go along with that, we can look at other ways of acknowledging this 
employee for her commitment. You could go to HR to see whether a 
promotion is possible. Or, you could acknowledge this person’s contri-
bution to the team’s success at your next staff meeting. You might grant 
this employee’s request to telecommute a few days a week.

The one option you do not have available to you when an 
employee’s attitude toward work becomes negative is to do nothing. 
The situation will not improve on its own and in most circumstances, 
will only get worse. Acknowledge the problem, analyze your options, 
and then make a decision about how to proceed.

Tools You Can Use to Reduce Conflict

When it comes to conflict, about the only thing we can all agree on is 
how uncomfortable conflict is for most people. People are reluctant to 
address problems they are having with an employee, a coworker, or 
even a boss. Yet pretending everything is fine certainly won’t improve 
the situation. Here is just one example of why avoiding conflict with 
one of your direct reports isn’t in the best interest of the employee, 
yourself, or your company.

I recently spoke with a client who was describing an employee 
who wasn’t working out like he had hoped. His employee was refusing 
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to take on projects that were well within the scope of her job descrip-
tion. He also mentioned how unpleasant she was making life for every-
one. Yet, instead of confronting this employee, he said he was going to 
wait for her to find another position within the company so he could 
be rid of her.

I suggested a different approach. Why not simply tell this employee 
that she has gone as far as she is going to go in his workgroup and that 
it is time for her to move on? This is certainly in her best interest as well 
as his, and more than likely will take less time than waiting for her to 
bid adieu on her own. He thought my idea was brilliant!

Now, I know that not everyone is willing or able to deal with con-
flict the way I do. But what if you could be more effective in asking for 
a change in behavior that might benefit both you and the person you 
are addressing? Would you then be willing to give it a go?

Let’s begin by changing the way we view conflict. Whenever we 
think about conflict, we tend to give it a negative connotation. Yet 
conflict can be good. Here’s why: conflict fuels innovation. It helps 
take good ideas and make them great. Here is an example of what I 
mean by this. Have you ever noticed that the best ideas seem to come 
from other ideas? Think about what would happen if everyone went 
along with whatever was suggested and stopped there. Do you think 
innovative products like smart phones would exist if no one in the 
room challenged the idea that a phone could be used for more than 
just making and receiving calls? You can close your eyes and imagine 
the sparks flying in the room as each participant defended his or her 
position during that discussion!

Conflict can also be beneficial. Let’s go back to my example of the 
manager who was choosing not to confront his employee. If he were 
willing to confront this employee and he did so in a way that allowed 
her to see why moving on was in her best interest, he would likely 
minimize the pain and disruption that is often associated with conflict. 
In this example, respectful confrontation might free an employee to 
find a position where she is valued as an employee, rather than being 
stuck in a dead-end job where her boss believes she is failing miserably. 
Her boss might even go as far as offering to help her transition out of 
the organization.

Conflict provides numerous opportunities for growth through 
improved understanding and insight. However, there is little chance 
of this occurring if both parties approach a situation prepared for the 
worst. Imagine how differently that interaction would be if you both 
approached the situation presuming the other person would like to 
resolve this issue amicably. You would then be working toward a shared 
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vision. An approach I learned from working with Libby Wagner, of 
Libby Wagner and Associates, offers two variations on what confronta-
tion might look like in the workplace.

SCENARIO NUMBER 1: THE OLD WAY

“That Tommy! He’s always looking for the easy way out. But this time 
he’s gone too far. The next time we meet, I’m going to tell him that 
I’m tired of receiving accounts receivable reports that do not contain 
the recommendations that I’ve asked for. I’m his boss. Not his babysit-
ter!”

It’s pretty clear from this scenario that things are going to really 
heat up in this meeting. Neither party will hear one another because 
each will be too busy placing blame. It’s unlikely that much will change 
as a result of this interaction.

How do you think things might go if the boss entered the con-
versation with a new outlook? What would happen if the boss asked 
Tommy in a respectful way to change his behavior?

SCENARIO NUMBER 2: A FRESH APPROACH

“Tommy, can we sit down and talk in private for a few minutes? I am 
confused. The last time we talked, you agreed to have the completed 
accounts receivables report on my desk by noon on Fridays, along with 
your recommendations for those accounts that should be moved into 
collections. Yet, in the last four weeks, you’ve only given me one report 
that included your recommendations. What is it that you need from me 
to better support you with this task? How can we move forward?”

The demeanor of the boss during this confrontation feels a lot dif-
ferent than it did in the first scenario. Here, we feel like the manager 
really wants to support his employee. He is respectful and is trying to 
be part of the solution. He hasn’t let this situation brew for six months. 
Otherwise, he may easily have turned to scenario number one out of 
sheer frustration.

If you begin to view conflict as a way to improve your under-
standing of a particular situation, you will be less apt to be one of 
those people who has chest pains at the mere thought of dealing with 
a situation. In most cases, the other person is interested in clearing the 
air as well, so you can move forward together.

With practice, these types of conversation will feel less uncomfort-
able and the experience will strengthen your leadership skills. You will 
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also notice that for some reason, you seem to have fewer “problem 
employees” than you originally thought.

Can This Marriage Be Saved?

I’m all for trying to salvage a relationship. But I also know there will 
be times that, regardless of what you do, you will not be able to save 
the relationship. So how can you tell if you should even bother? Here 
are some questions you must ask:

1.	 Is the other person interested in working on the relationship or 
has she thrown in the towel? Remember, it takes two people to 
make a relationship work.

2.	 How much will I need to invest in this situation, and will it be 
worth the return? It may be less costly to cut the cord and begin 
anew.

3.	 What is the opportunity cost of spending my time on this? In other 
words, if you are spending hours every week with this employee, 
what might be slipping through the cracks?

Signs This Relationship Cannot—or 
Should Not—Be Saved

There are clear indicators that some relationships cannot be repaired. 
If you fail to recognize these signs early on, others will question your 
judgment. Here are a few examples:

1.	 Your employee goes to your boss and tells her you are inept. 
It’s very difficult to rebuild trust with an employee who has just 
stabbed you in the back.

2.	 An employee knowingly divulges confidential information to 
your competitors. This person has decided to play for the other 
team. Trade him before he does more damage.

3.	 Your work styles are incompatible. For example, you require work 
to be completed when it is assigned and the employee pays no 
attention to deadlines.

4.	 Your employee has asked you to match a job offer he has just 
received. If you agree to do this, it won’t be long before he decides 
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he’s unhappy again and either asks for more money or quits to 
take a new job.

In time, you will learn that there will be situations that are not 
going to work out, no matter what you do. Relationships require two 
parties working together toward a common goal; the relationship 
won’t survive if you aren’t working in concert. You have a choice to 
make: Are you willing to let go of the other party so you don’t go down 
with him, or will you continue to hang on until you are the one who 
is asked to leave?

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 Problem employees are a fact of life, so the sooner you learn how 
to deal with them, the easier your job will be. These problems 
aren’t going to go away if you simply ignore them. You must take 
action before others in your workgroup start to show the same 
symptoms.

•	 It only takes one toxic employee to destroy everything you’ve 
built. The attention you should be giving to building on the 
strengths of your other employees is now being spent trying to 
minimize the damage being done by your problem employee. 
Don’t wait for the toxicity to seep into the rest of your workgroup. 
Taking action may mean immediately extricating that employee 
from the workplace.

•	 Not all confrontation is bad. In fact, some confrontation is good. 
Confrontation fuels ideas that lead to innovation. Before you 
label someone as a difficult employee, be sure you aren’t doing 
so simply because she isn’t agreeing with everything you say.

•	 If you are planning to confront a toxic employee or an employee 
who appears to be more challenging to work with than others, 
approach the conversation fully prepared. This means coming 
into the meeting with specific examples of how her behavior is 
directly affecting the team and the objectives you are trying to 
achieve. Be prepared for pushback. Frame the conversation in a 
way that the employee can easily see why it would be in her best 
interest to immediately change her behavior.

•	 There will be times in your life as a manager where you will be 
asked to play the role of a therapist. Instead of trying to provide 
personal advice, suggest resources where employees can locate 
the help they need during difficult periods in their lives. Don’t 
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attempt to take this on. You do not want to be responsible for 
what may happen next.

•	 Sometimes, no matter what you do, you will not be able to save 
the relationship. Give it your best shot, but be ready to move 
on if the relationship is not worth saving. As you become more 
experienced, you will better be able to assess those situations that 
can be resolved and those that cannot.
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In my first job as a manager, I became so friendly with 
everyone that when it came time for me to address a 
management issue or a discipline issue, they didn’t take 
me seriously. Plus, I had to learn that they were not going 
to “straighten up and fly right,” as my Dad would say, just 
because I, their “friend,” asked them to. Instead, it was 
because “corporate” wanted them to. Then, I learned about 
accountability and took control over what needed to be 
done.

That’s when I learned that I had really become a manager.

Linda LoCicero
Operations Manager

The Staffing Company
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C H A P T E R  SEVEN

Should You Care 
Whether Your 
Employees Love You?
Creating a Respectful Workplace

As human beings, we have a natural tendency to want to be loved. 
But what happens when your desire to be loved interferes with 
your ability to lead? People who gravitate toward leadership 

roles tend to be charismatic. They work hard at keeping their audiences 
captivated and enjoy the adoration they receive from their followers. 
This is all fine and good, until their desire to be liked, or even loved, 
begins to cloud their judgment. Below, I’ll share some ways this can 
play out in the workplace, so you can avoid these pitfalls.

College Buddies Rather than Subordinates

In their quest to be liked, leaders may drop their guard and become 
more informal with their employees than they should be. For example, 
a leader may join her staff at happy hour and reveal more than she 
should. There is nothing wrong with sharing a glass of wine with the 
team, however, things can quickly get out of hand when one glass 
leads to a bottle. Before you know it, managers are sharing drinking 
stories from their college days. Throw in a few shots of tequila, and all 
bets are off.
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If you are to lead effectively, your followers must have a high 
regard for you. If you get sloppy during happy hour, they may look up 
to you all evening, but will they still respect you in the morning?

Communicating versus Commiserating

The higher up you go in the organization, the lonelier it gets. You will 
find there will be fewer people you can confide in regarding your hopes 
and fears. It can happen to the best of leaders—eventually they stop 
communicating and start commiserating with other members of the 
management team and sometimes with staff.

In trying times, your team is looking for a strong leader, some-
one who they are confident will be able to guide their ship through 
choppy waters. The last thing they need to hear is a leader expressing 
doubt about the direction the captain is taking the crew. If you find 
that you need a sounding board, consider hiring an executive coach 
or joining an association where you will find like-minded people. Then 
be sure you return to the business of communicating to your team in 
a positive way, so when you turn around, you actually have people 
following you.

Going with the Flow, Even Though the 
Company May Be Racing toward a Waterfall

No one likes to be known as the person who bucks the system or, even 
worse, the person who tells the boss she is about to make a huge mis-
take. These kinds of people quickly become outcasts. To avoid this, 
many will go with the flow. They carry out the orders of top manage-
ment, knowing these decisions will have a negative impact on the 
business.

One extreme example of workers following the dictates of top 
management with catastrophic results is the space shuttle Challenger 
disaster that occurred in 1986, when the space ship broke apart sev-
enty-three seconds into its flight, leading to the deaths of its seven crew 
members. The investigation that followed found that the direct cause of 
the explosion was the malfunction of an O-ring seal on the right solid-
rocket booster. The investigation also indicated that engineers had 
expressed concerns, but when push came to shove, they relented.
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John Schwartz and Matthew Wald, in a New York Times article 
about the disaster, explored the idea of a phenomenon called “group-
think.” Irving L. Janis, a Yale psychologist and a pioneer in the study 
of social dynamics, defined groupthink as ‘’a mode of thinking that 
people engage in when they are deeply involved in a cohesive ingroup, 
when the members’ strivings for unanimity override their motivation 
to realistically appraise alternative courses of action.’’ This results in 
a false consensus.

Think about the situations where you have personally held back 
your opinion because of your need to be liked. In retrospect, was this 
beneficial to the team? Or would it have been better for all involved if 
you simply stated your honest opinion?

In your career as a manager, you may be asked to dismiss an 
employee who the boss just doesn’t like. You’ll have some choices to 
make. You can go with the flow and carry out the execution orders, 
or you can present the reasons why this action may not be in the best 
interest of the firm. You may be thinking, aren’t I going to be shooting 
myself in the foot if I make a big deal out of this? Perhaps; but if you 
state your case in a way that makes sense you may actually propel 
your career forward. Your boss will see that you have a spine, which is 
something that your boss knows will come in handy the higher up in 
the organization you move.

BFF (Best Friends Forever)

It’s only natural that the people you work with eventually become 
lifelong friends. After all, you spend most of your waking time working 
together. You may even socialize after work or on weekends. It’s nice 
having people you can confide in who understand exactly what you 
are going through. But what happens when your relationship goes 
from peer to boss?

Every day across the world, BFFs (Best Friends Forever) become 
boss and subordinate. This doesn’t mean you can no longer be friends 
with that person. However, it certainly means there will be changes in 
the dynamics of your relationship. In these situations, it is best to lay 
out some ground rules so neither one of you disappoints the other.

You will want to clarify your expectations, now that you are 
responsible for this person’s performance and compensation. You will 
also need to discuss anything he may have told you in confidentiality, 
before you become his boss. For example, if your friend-turned-direct-
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report told you he thought specific members of the management team 
were inept, you may want to reassure your BFF that you will not be 
sharing his opinion with those people, who are now your peers. How-
ever, if he’s shared information with you that you now feel compelled 
to discuss with others, you need to let him know this is the case so he 
is not surprised should the matter come up for discussion.

Be realistic. The likelihood that you’ll still be invited to have lunch 
with the gang is fairly slim. And if you are invited, you may no longer 
want to go. You may find that your friendship was strictly based on 
your kinship at work. Now that this has changed, you may no longer 
have much to say to one another. Prepare yourself for some uncomfort-
able moments, until you get your footing back. Understand that you’ve 
crossed over a bridge, and you are now in the land of management. 
This is a whole new terrain that will require getting to know the lay of 
the land again, and you’ll likely find that you’ll be navigating without 
a compass. You may head off in the wrong direction, but eventually 
you’ll find your way back.

Avoidance: Are You Doing Your 
Employee’s Work Because You 
Don’t Want a Confrontation?

How many times this week have you said to yourself, “I’ll just do it 
myself”? Maybe you said this because you thought it would take less 
time to do something yourself than to provide directions to someone 
else. Or, more likely, you’ve said this because you’ve asked this person 
more times than you can count for something and it still hasn’t been 
done.

In the last chapter, we discussed how some conflict can be good. 
The key word here is “some.” If you find yourself regularly avoiding 
these types of discussions or if conflict has become the norm, then it’s 
time to do what you are being paid to do. If the effort required to turn 
this situation around (assuming it can be turned around) exceeds the 
value you will receive by doing so, consider replacing this employee 
with someone who will make it a point to do what you ask.
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With All Due Respect: Creating a 
Workplace Where People Feel Valued

Pull out a piece of paper and draw a line down the middle of it. On 
the left-hand side write the words “Low levels of respect,” and on the 
right-hand side write the words “High levels of respect.” Then describe 
how it feels when you are in a work environment where people deliver 
low and high levels of respect. Which side of the equation do you want 
to be on?

You may have noted on the left-hand side feelings like frustra-
tion, low levels of enthusiasm, little desire to excel, and so on. The 
right side of the paper likely features words and phrases such as feel 
valued, excited, enthusiastic, and willing to go the extra mile. It may 
seem obvious that you want to create a workplace where people are 
respected and feel valued. Yet all too often, this is an area where man-
agers fail miserably.

Here are some ways you can build a workplace where people feel 
like they are always working on the right side of this equation.

Listen more, talk less—You may think you are already doing this, but 
chances are you are still doing most of the talking. Allow people to 
finish their sentences before jumping in. When an employee shares a 
challenging situation with you, don’t assume he wants you to provide 
him with an answer. He may merely be processing his thoughts out 
loud. Ask him if he is seeking advice before providing it.

Be genuine in your communication—Have you ever worked for a 
boss who seems to tell all employees they are doing a great job, even 
though it’s fairly obvious this is not the case? Don’t be that guy! If you 
truly believe someone deserves your praises, then give it to her. If you 
really are worried about an employee who is going through a difficult 
time, then show empathy when you communicate with that employee. 
You can do this by reflecting back some of what was just shared.

Collaborate—Ask people for their opinions and listen to their ideas. 
Involve them when appropriate, and be sure to give credit where credit 
is due.

Provide feedback—People really want to know how they are doing. 
When giving feedback, be very specific so your employees know what 
behaviors they should repeat and what behaviors they should avoid 
repeating.
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Respect people’s personal time—You may be able to work nights and 
weekends because you have few family obligations, but that doesn’t 
mean everyone is in your situation. Refrain from calling before-office-
hours meetings and asking people to work late into the night or on 
weekends, unless the situation is so dire that it cannot be avoided.

Deliver praise loudly and clearly—If an employee has done an excep-
tional job taking care of a customer’s needs, acknowledge that employee 
in front of her peers. Better yet, do it in front of the customer.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 It’s human nature to want to be loved. Just make sure your desire 
to be loved doesn’t interfere with your ability to lead.

•	 If your BFF is now your subordinate, then it’s necessary to outline 
your new expectations clearly given the change in your relation-
ship; everyone must be clear about the rules of engagement.

•	 There is no place in management for commiserating with your 
team members. If you need someone to talk with, consider hiring 
a coach or joining an association with like-minded members.

•	 Avoiding confrontation is not an option for managers, particu-
larly if the issue is related to performance.

•	 Creating a workplace where your employees feel valued and 
respected is a vital part of your job as a manager. You can control 
the conditions that turn this dream into a reality.



As a regional manager for a technology services firm in 
1988, I was abysmal at hiring and retaining people. My 
right-hand person (assistant) was a brilliant con artist 
who, for one year, was running her husband’s contracting 
business from the office. She used our office supplies, phone 
system, and time on the job. I always wondered why she 
acted so scattered and disengaged. Instead of broaching the 
topic with her, I ignored it. One year later, she “suddenly” 
resigned. Lessons learned: Ignoring behaviors and only 
focusing on skills is very costly. Hiring for behavior is equally 
(if not more) important than skill. In retrospect, I wish I had 
attended some management training to learn this.

Lisa Nirell
Chief Energy Officer
EnergizeGrowth LLC
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C H A P T E R  EIGHT

Performance 
Management
Do I Really Have to Do This?

When it comes to performance management, more and more 
employees are rating their managers as needing improve-
ment. That’s no surprise, considering how distasteful both 

managers and their employees find the process. I have my theories as 
to why this is so. I believe it all starts at the top. The attitude toward 
managing performance and conducting effective performance reviews 
begins with the chief honcho and filters down through the organiza-
tion. Consider the following scenario: the CEO believes that people at 
the executive level should be self-starters and therefore should be able 
to manage their own performance. Therefore, he pretty much lets his 
people manage their own performance. Every once in a while, he’ll give 
a pat on the back when an executive does something worth noting. But 
that’s about it when it comes to feedback. Come review time, it’s not 
uncommon for an executive to simply see an increase in her paycheck 
without any formal conversation regarding her performance. Some of 
the better CEOs will at least take the executive to lunch and may spend 
fifteen or twenty minutes talking about performance-related issues. 
They will then quickly move onto topics related to future projects or 
sports, while finishing the meal off with a round of cappuccinos.

The executive or member of senior management has received the 
message loud and clear: managing performance is not highly valued 
by the organization. Therefore, invest as little time and effort as pos-
sible. This type of behavior flows down through all levels of the organi-
zation. If you don’t believe me, ask the millions of people who are still 
waiting to receive performance reviews that were due months ago.
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Managing performance can be an overwhelming task if you try 
to take it on all at once. Those of us who have vowed to do some spring 
cleaning of our homes know what happens when we try to take on 
more than is humanly possible in a short span of time. Pretty soon, 
the leaves are falling and little has changed in the way of clutter. 
That’s because the idea of tackling a monumental task is overwhelm-
ing to most people. But what if you could break this huge project into 
manageable chunks? Could you commit to cleaning out your desk this 
week and a bathroom cabinet next week? How would it feel to look 
back in six months and realize that you’ve been able to accomplish a 
goal that seemed insurmountable? The same process can be used to 
manage performance. Break this process into manageable moments 
so you can provide employees with meaningful feedback throughout 
the year and inspire excellent performance, all while keeping your 
desk clutter free!

The Performance Management Cycle

The performance management cycle begins on day one and ends the 
day the employee leaves the firm. At times, you may find yourself more 
involved in this process than at other times. This will depend on how 
smoothly things are running in your organization as well as the needs 
of your particular employees.

Establishing Expectations

Begin by setting aside time to get to know the people you will be man-
aging. This will help you effectively assess the strengths, weaknesses, 
and personal career aspirations of your employees. This conversation 
will also help you gain insight into how to best provide feedback. For 
example, you may learn that a particular employee responds best 
when given immediate feedback, whereas another needs evidence 
that a problem exists before he is willing to make any changes in his 
behavior.

As an employee, it’s difficult to know what is expected of you if no 
one ever tells you. I can speak from personal experience. I once had a 
manager tell me during my review, “You are not meeting my expecta-
tions, although I’m not sure I ever told you what they were.” And to 
think, this woman had an MBA from Harvard. Maybe Mindreading 
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101 is taught at Harvard, but it certainly isn’t a course offering that I 
have ever seen. As a manager, you need to provide your people with 
clear expectations and ongoing feedback. This way, employees know 
exactly what is expected of them and they will also know how they are 
faring all year long, rather than only at review time.

Performance Development Cycle

If you are in one of those environments that I described earlier, 
where clear signals from the top indicate that little value is placed on 
the management of performance, then you have an opportunity to 
break the mold. Effective performance management is the cornerstone 

Performance Development Planning
•  �Discuss expectations & developments needs
•  �Involve employee in goal setting
•  �Define objectives & measurements used to 
assess performance

•  �Have employee sign-off on agreed goals, 
objectives & measurements

Performance Development Review
•  �Ask employee to prepare & submit self evaluation
•  �Review notes on past performance & write review
•  �Discuss career opportunities for future consideration
•  �Ask employee to begin thinking about new goals

Rewards and Recognition
•  �Inform employee of pay increase  
(if applicable) & effective date of raise

•  �Begin thinking about the new  
objectives & goals you will set  
with the employee for their  
next review

Ongoing Discussion
•  �Two-way feedback
•  �Discuss progress
•  Update objectives
•  Adjust goals if necessary
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of engagement, from goal setting to reward to recognition. As a new 
manager, you can directly impact employee engagement just by the 
way you choose to handle the performance management cycle.

In order to establish goals and expectations you need to be famil-
iar with the specific duties and responsibilities associated with the posi-
tion your employee is filling. This information is generally found in the 
job description. If you work in an informal office environment where 
there are no written job descriptions, you may ask your employees 
to list up to ten areas where they devote most of their working time. 
Check with your human resources department or ask your employees 
to provide you with copies of any goals that have been established 
prior to your arrival. Refrain from making any drastic changes if it’s 
close to your performance review time, since they will have little time 
to achieve new goals before their reviews.

Writing Goals and Objectives

Here are some handy guidelines for creating performance goals.

1.	 Involve the employee in the process—There is nothing worse for 
an employee then being handed a set of goals and being told this 
is what is expected. This approach provides employees with little 
control over their own future. Some employees are conflict averse. 
They may agree to the goals, knowing the standard is impossible 
to achieve. Others will simply quit. Instead, begin with, “What 
do you think you can achieve?” Go from there and discuss your 
expectations.

2.	 Goals should be specific and measurable—The employee should 
know exactly what he must do to achieve the agreed-upon goals 
and how each goal will be measured. This way, there will be no 
surprises come review time. When being specific, be sure you leave 
employees room to determine how to best achieve their goals.

3.	 Keep goals realistic—I’m all for stretching people, but keep it 
real. By that, I mean that you should set goals that encourage 
growth, not destruction. For example, setting goals that require a 
salesperson to double her sales without additional support would 
not be advisable. This is a goal that feels impossible to achieve. 
Instead, specify a reasonable percentage of growth that you both 
agree is obtainable.
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Continuous Feedback

Believe it or not, employees want and need your feedback. Without 
it, they cannot improve. The philosophy of some managers is “if you 
don’t hear from me, things are fine.” But heaven help the employee 
the day he actually does hear from the manager! Wouldn’t it be better, 
for all involved, if feedback was continuous? Then no one would be 
left guessing if he was performing at a level that was meeting or even 
exceeding the expectations of his boss. People could be making adjust-
ments along the way, rather than waiting to do so until after they’ve 
received their annual performance review.

The Performance Review

This is the part of the performance management cycle that many 
managers dread. Why? Because over the period under review, they 
have either failed to establish measurable goals or they have provided 
little, if any, feedback to the employee. This is of particular concern 
if the review is one that is not going to be glowing. Or, the manager 
doesn’t fully buy into the evaluation forms that he is required to use. 
Regardless of your feelings toward this process, it’s your job to provide 
employees with their annual or, in some cases, semiannual perfor-
mance reviews. Therefore, you might as well master this skill.

Overcoming Performance Management Anxiety

It’s very common to feel anxious when you have to do a task that you 
dislike or when you don’t feel fully prepared to do something. Perfor-
mance reviews usually fall into both these categories for both new and 
experienced managers. But it doesn’t have to be this way if you follow 
this time-tested advice:

Collect documentation along the way—It’s difficult to remember 
what someone did last week, never mind last April. Now add ten or 
more employees to the mix and see how well you do! It’s actually 
impossible for managers to remember all the details needed to put 
together an accurate performance review. That’s why I recommend 
creating individual folders for each of your direct reports, which should 
be kept in a locked drawer. (Note: if you don’t have a locked drawer, 
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keep the files at home.) Every time an employee does something worth 
noting, either good or bad, or whenever you have a conversation with 
an employee regarding her performance, write a brief note and slip it 
into the file. Remember to date the note, in case an employee asks you 
for specifics regarding a situation that you may be discussing again. 
Pull this folder out when review time rolls around and you’ll be good 
to go. Your stress level has probably dropped two levels just knowing 
that you have everything you need to get started.

Continuous feedback—As we noted earlier, it’s not uncommon for 
managers to reserve feedback for review time. This approach does little 
to foster open communication and transparency. When this occurs, 
employees often report feeling shocked and frustrated by what they 
are hearing.

Managers should schedule brief meetings throughout the evaluation 
period so employees know exactly where they stand at all times. Dur-
ing these meetings, managers may, with the input of their employees, 
decide to adjust the measurements that will be used to assess perfor-
mance, particularly if major changes have taken place in the organi-
zation. Meeting more frequently also provides employees with ample 
time to make needed course corrections, which will boost productivity 
immediately.

Honesty and transparency—It’s never easy to tell an employee he 
must improve. However, not telling him or being partially truthful isn’t 
doing the employee any favors, nor will it help you establish yourself 
as a credible manager. Managers don’t get the option of choosing to 
ignore performance-related issues.

You need to be fully prepared, especially when delivering a perfor-
mance review that may be contentious. Write down specific examples 
of observed behavior that you will be sharing during your discussion 
with the employee. Refrain from including examples that may be per-
ceived as hearsay. Reframe examples in a positive way. For example, if 
you plan on coaching Jim on his tardiness during his review, you may 
instead discuss the importance of being on time. Let him know why 
it is in his best interest to be more reliable (e.g., he may be invited to 
participate on a highly visible project, you will be able to recommend 
him for the telecommuting program, which he has expressed interest 
in, etc.).

An employee may come right out and ask you if you believe he will 
be able to move past this and be successful in the company. Here’s 
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where transparency comes in. You can answer “yes” or “I don’t know” 
if this is what you are really thinking. However, if it’s clear to you this 
person is not going to succeed no matter what he does, then you must 
answer the question in a way that is honest, but also doesn’t wind up 
putting you in the middle of a lawsuit. You can simply say that you 
believe there are other opportunities out there that will be a better fit 
for this person. Then move the conversation toward how you might 
work together to help him transition.

Managing nonperformers out of the organization prior to review 
time—Why do so many managers think they have to wait until review 
time before they can begin the process of terminating the relationship 
with an employee? I’m often asked on the eighty-ninth day of a per-
son’s employment whether it’s okay to terminate someone before she 
receives her ninety-day review. I usually ask the manager when they 
realized things weren’t working with this employee. They usually say, 
within the first thirty days. Yet, here we are almost two months later 
and we have an employee onboard who should have gotten off the 
train at the last stop.

Many companies have a ninety-day probationary period, which they 
may call an orientation period. This is done to remind the manager 
to check in with new employees frequently. This does not mean that 
you need to give people a full ninety days to become productive. That’s 
like the equivalent of dating someone for an additional two months, 
even though it’s clear after the first week that things are not going to 
get any better. That would be crazy, right? So why continue a work 
relationship that appears to have little potential of improving? Most 
likely, it’s because we want to believe things will get better or we are 
secretly hoping the person will quit before we have to fire him. Take it 
from me, people are doing their personal best during the first ninety 
days. If you have done your job and have provided the employee with 
the training and feedback he needs and things haven’t improved, the 
situation is not going to get better. If it truly is a matter of fit and you 
believe this person can be successful in another job within the orga-
nization, then help him transfer to another department. If you don’t 
believe this is so, then transition him out as soon as it’s apparent that 
no amount of coaching is going to improve the performance.
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Why Self-Evaluations Are Your Friend: 
Avoiding the Dreaded Look of Surprise 
When Conducting Reviews

What if you knew exactly what someone was thinking when it came 
to her performance? Would this information help you do a better job 
of preparing the employee’s performance review? Luckily for you, the 
information is there for the taking. All you need to do is ask for it. 
Many companies include a self-evaluation form as part of the per-
formance review process. This is where employees get to rate their 
performance. The completed form is then given to the manager before 
she writes the review. I suggest asking employees to provide you with 
a self-evaluation, even if that is not part of the formal process. This 
exercise will help you prevent the dreaded look of surprise when you 
are thinking one thing and your employee is thinking something else. 
If you’ve done your job well and you have had brief conversations 
along the way, then you shouldn’t be caught off guard by anything 
stated in the self-evaluation.

But what if the self-evaluation doesn’t resemble the performance 
of the person who resides in the cubicle outside your office? This does 
happen. This is a clear sign that there has been a disconnect. The 
employee believes one thing and you believe the opposite. You need to 
ask yourself the following questions before proceeding further:

•	 Was I specific enough when I communicated my expectations?
•	 Have my expectations changed, and I failed to communicate that 

to my employee?
•	 Am I evaluating the employee on the same job he was brought 

in to do or did the job change midstream and I failed to adjust 
the goals?

•	 Have I provided the employee with ongoing feedback?
•	 Is there anything that I might have done to cause this 

disconnect?

If, after asking these questions, you realize that you have contrib-
uted in any way to this situation then you need to figure out where 
your responsibility lies. If you haven’t given an employee any feedback 
regarding an area where he is not meeting expectations, then perhaps 
you both agree to leave that goal on the list for the next review. This 
way, the employee isn’t penalized for something that was not entirely 
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within his control. In the end, your job is to build on that person’s 
strengths and to prepare him for success. You do this by keeping the 
lines of communication open, even when the unexpected happens.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 Managing performance is a process, not a one-time event. This 
means you should be conducting ongoing conversations related 
to goals, measurements, and career objectives throughout the 
management performance cycle.

•	 Performance management isn’t something that you do to your 
employees. It is something that is done with your employees.

•	 The performance management cycle is a circular process that 
begins on day one and ends the day the employee leaves the 
firm. First, you must establish expectations so people know how 
their performance will be measured. You then involve employees 
in writing specific goals and objectives. From time to time you 
check in with employees to answer any questions they may have 
and to help them stay on track. The final step is providing each 
employee with a written performance review that captures the 
discussions you have had over the review period.

•	 Employees want and need continuous feedback. This means that 
you must provide positive reinforcement as well as guidance on 
what employees can do to improve their performance. When giv-
ing feedback, be specific. This way, the employee knows exactly 
what you’d like to see him do or not do in the future.

•	 The best way to overcome performance anxiety is to enter into 
the conversation prepared. Collect documentation along the way, 
provide continuous feedback, and be honest and transparent in 
your communication.

•	 Performance self-evaluations are a manager’s best friend. You 
have an opportunity to learn how an employee views her own 
performance, before you write the performance review. An 
employee’s self-evaluation could also provide you with additional 
information that you may have forgotten. You may also learn 
that there is a disconnect between what you are communicating 
and what the employee is hearing, if there is a huge discrepancy 
in what the employee has written and what you are thinking.
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You go through the full range of emotions as a manager 
terminating an employee.

•	 You are angry that you must do it.

•	 You are sad because you know this event will change 
the employee’s life in the short term.

•	 You feel a little humiliation, because you may or may 
not have been in the same position and those same 
emotions rise up, no matter how many years ago it 
took place.

•	 You feel relieved because the termination is no longer 
keeping you up at night.

•	 You feel a sense of freedom because the “problem” has 
finally been resolved.

•	 Once it is determined that the employee will be 
terminated, you want to get it over as fast as possible.

•	 Even though many won’t admit it, there is a sense of 
gratification knowing you gave the employee every 
chance to succeed.

When I do it again, I will shorten the process greatly.

Patrick Hollister
Sales Professional

Former Regional Sales Manager, Fujitsu Components America, Inc.
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C H A P T E R  NINE

You’re Fired! 
Timeless Tips for Tactful Terminations

One of the unpleasant realities of being a manager is that occa-
sionally an employee does not work out or business needs dic-
tate a reduction in payroll costs. Letting an employee go is 

never easy, and the way you do it can have a lasting impact on both 
the employee and the survivors—those employees who remain with 
the organization. Approaching the situation in a respectful manner 
will minimize the damage and disruption that is often associated with 
employee terminations.

Every manager should be required to view the movie Up In the 
Air, starring George Clooney. The film is an adaptation of a novel of 
the same name. In the movie, Clooney plays a professional corporate 
downsizer who travels around the country terminating unsuspecting 
employees on behalf of their bosses, who don’t have the guts to do it 
themselves. Although the novel is fiction, similar occurrences happen 
daily all across the globe.

Case in point: a close friend of mine shared with me the story 
of her brother-in-law, who recently had someone he’d never met nor 
spoken with appear in his office to tell him his services would no longer 
be needed. End of story—he got no explanation as to why he was being 
let go, nor was he given any opportunity to tie up loose ends or say his 
goodbyes. No one ever mentioned his performance was lacking or that 
the firm was experiencing financial difficulties. To this day, he doesn’t 
know why he was let go, because his former employer refuses to return 
his phone calls. The man spent weeks on his couch in a state of anger 
and depression, which scared the daylights out of his family.

This particular story has a happier ending than many. This gen-
tleman quickly received a job offer from a firm whose offer he had 
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originally turned down. However, he will carry this baggage around 
with him for the rest of his life. A day won’t go by when he won’t be 
peering out his office window, waiting for another stranger to show up 
to take his livelihood away.

I can’t tell you for sure whether the man described above deserved 
to be fired. However, I can say for certain that he didn’t deserve to 
go out this way. His anger and resentment wasn’t based on being 
let go because of economics. It was based purely on the way he was 
treated.

Organizations today are highly concerned about lawsuits from 
disgruntled employees who have been let go. I’m here to tell you, they 
should be. Managers are given marching orders to “get rid of” certain 
employees; inexperienced (and many experienced) managers don’t 
have the guts to push back and say, “I don’t believe this is the right 
thing to do, for the following reasons.” So they do as they are told, with 
little thought as to what they can do to soften the blow.

Companies tend to treat employee terminations as if they were 
throwing a surprise party. Invitations are secretly sent to those who 
will be involved in the preparations. Private meetings are held before 
or after hours to ensure the “guest of honor” is not aware of the event 
that is about to take place. Every detail is nailed down prior to the big 
event, including what “gifts” (also known as termination packages) 
will be presented. Then everyone waits for the big day, usually a Fri-
day, because we know the people attending will need the weekend to 
recover from the event.

This is wrong. Employee terminations should not be a surprise, 
unless a natural disaster has created the need to shut down a company 
immediately. If you are doing your job and managing performance, 
the employee should be fully aware things aren’t going according to 
plan. If he does not know this, then perhaps you have failed to be spe-
cific enough in your conversations regarding your concerns or maybe 
you haven’t warned him that his job is on the line.

The way you handle the termination process will impact more 
than just yourself and the employee. Here’s why: in the old days, com-
panies only had to worry what former employees might say about 
them at a cocktail party. Today, that party is going on 24/7 on sites 
like Vault.com, where people are encouraged to rate their current or 
former employers and include comments; on MySpace and Facebook, 
where people have more friends than they can name; and on sites like 
Twitter, where bitter employees can do serious damage with only 140 
characters. Coworkers, clients, and potential customers may be reading 
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these posts, which are of course one-sided. But that doesn’t matter. In 
today’s world, if it’s on the Internet, it must be true!

Gathering Your Ammunition: 
The Art of Documentation

It’s time to stop thinking about yourself for a moment and instead 
think about your people. Conversations surrounding performance 
improvement are difficult, but they are necessary when people need to 
step up their performance. If you reframe the way you enter into these 
discussions it will become easier to have them. Consider the conversa-
tion as an opportunity to help someone get back on track. Remember, 
people can’t improve if they have no idea they need to improve. But 
you must also keep in mind that, in the end, there still is a possibility 
that things may not work out. Therefore, you want to be sure you have 
documented all conversations related to performance. Otherwise, you 
may be told by your manager or someone in human resources that 
you have to retain this employee until there is enough written docu-
mentation to support your decision and to protect the company in the 
event of a lawsuit.

So what exactly should be documented? Write down the date and 
time of the discussion, as well as details of any conversations you have 
regarding performance improvement. Include the employee’s reaction 
to the discussion as well as the timeframe in which you agreed to 
address the issue again if the problem continues. Keep copious notes 
regarding observable behavior such as frequent extended lunch breaks 
or excessive personal phone calls. All of this is referred to as docu-
mentation. You may even want to have the employee sign off on the 
agreed-upon action steps as a way of demonstrating conversations 
took place. This will also help increase the employee’s level of com-
mitment, as we know employees are more likely to follow through on 
something when they’ve agreed to do so in writing.

When pulled together, these notes paint a picture that may be 
viewed by others, should the situation escalate. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to think carefully about how you present your documentation. 
For example, you may have a mature employee who appears to be 
struggling with meeting his sales objectives. You believe this is because 
he lacks the same level of stamina and enthusiasm as his coworkers. 
Here’s what you don’t want to say in your write up: “Martin is unable 
to keep up with the younger salespeople on the team.” That is, if you 
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don’t want to be sitting across the table from Martin and his team of 
lawyers. This statement, as written, could be interpreted to mean that 
you believe Martin’s inability to meet his sales objectives are related 
in some way to his age.

When writing documentation, stick to the indicators you’ve both 
agreed would be used to measure performance and you should be able 
to stay clear of any potential legal landmines. Here’s an example of 
a better way to document a performance improvement conversation 
you might have had with Martin: “On July 1, 2010, I met with Martin 
to discuss the problems he has been having lately achieving his sales 
quota. For the past three months, Martin has missed his sales quotas by 
at least 20 percent. Martin assured me that he is committed to working 
harder toward his goals and will come back to me with a written plan, 
by the end of the week, outlining specifically what he is going to do 
to get his sales back on track. I have offered to join him on sales calls 
and provide him with whatever support he needs to succeed. Martin is 
aware that if he does not meet his quota in both July and August, fur-
ther disciplinary action will occur, up to and including termination.” 
With this approach, you will have a record of exactly what was said 
during your conversation with the employee and you will be able to 
refer to your notes to remind yourself what was agreed upon, before 
you take further action.

When documenting, be sure to date all your notes so you can 
establish a timeline of conversations that led to your decision to fur-
ther counsel the employee or to end the relationship. Check with your 
boss to see if the company has a progressive disciplinary policy that 
requires a verbal, written, and personnel warning prior to releasing an 
employee for performance-related issues, as there may be specific forms 
you will need to complete as part of the documentation process.

Pulling the Trigger: Knowing 
When It’s Time to Execute

I know of so many managers who keep thinking things are going to get 
better. But they rarely do, especially if you have been forthright with 
your employees and they know their job is on the line. We mentioned 
earlier in the book how your job is to build on people’s strengths. You 
can’t do this if you are spending most of your days dealing with an 
employee who should have been gone a long time ago.
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One of the common reasons I hear managers use for not firing an 
employee is that they are concerned about the welfare of the employee 
and her family. I’m all for compassion, but what happens when the 
rest of the team stops pulling its weight and the company starts going 
down the tubes? You have to look at the big picture. You need to throw 
the low-performing employee off the ship, before she takes the ship 
down. Plain and simple, you have to save everyone else. Quoting the 
The Godfather, Donald Trump famously used these words in his reality 
TV show, The Apprentice: “It’s not personal, it’s business.” If you’ve done 
your job and the employee hasn’t, then it’s time to say sayonara.

Avoiding the Heart: How to Terminate 
Someone While Leaving the Heart Intact

If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that some managers actually enjoy 
firing employees. Otherwise, they wouldn’t do some of the things they 
do. Here are some examples:

Your job’s safe. Buy that new house!—This one is one of my personal 
favorites, as it actually happened to a colleague of mine. She asked the 
owner of the company three times if he thought it was a smart move for 
her to purchase a home, given the economic climate. He managed to 
quell her fears. That was, until he laid her off two months later because 
he was struggling to make payroll. So here she was, a single woman 
with a big fat mortgage to pay and no job.

Thank God it’s Friday. Oh, by the way, you’re fired.—Great, now the 
fired employee’s got the entire weekend to do nothing but think about 
what has just happened. He can’t file for unemployment benefits, nor 
can he begin to start calling his contacts at their offices, because it’s 
now the weekend.

Great job! Here’s your raise. Did I mention that tomorrow will 
be your last day?—This would be funny, if it weren’t true. A person 
was given an “exceeds standards” performance rating, along with an 
increase in salary, only to be told the next day she was being laid off. 
Let’s hope she didn’t spend that raise before she got it.

Your job is to lay off the guy with six kids. I will then do my job 
and lay you off.—This happened to me the first time I ever had to lay 
someone off from his job. I still recall how ill I was the night before just 
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thinking about what I was about to do. I conducted the termination 
and waited in the conference room for my boss to come in and debrief 
with me. She did a little more than debrief me. She laid me off.

There is absolutely no reason any of these terminations had to go 
down the way they did. In the first scenario, the owner knew darn well 
his company was in trouble. He should have told his employee it would 
be prudent to wait, rather than encouraging her to enter into a com-
mitment that could have ended in bankruptcy. Employers terminate 
people on Fridays to ensure the employee gets everything tied up before 
he is let go. Have a heart. Consider what is in the best interest of your 
employee before firming up the day. The only reason I can think of for 
an employer giving someone a raise the day before they are going to 
lay that person off is to help her receive an offer for a higher salary in 
her next job. I’m not sure this strategy bodes well these days, as that 
employer could very well be pricing the employee right out of the job 
market, not to mention confusing the employee with mixed messages. 
And, of course, there is my own personal scenario, where it is evident 
that my boss didn’t have the guts to do the dirty work herself, so she 
assigned it to me. That was one going away present I wish she would 
have kept for herself.

So how can you do things differently and how will you know 
when you’ve left the heart intact? You’ll know you’ve done a good job 
of conducting an employee termination when the conversation ends 
and the employee says, “Thank you.” Yes, that’s right. I’ve learned this 
from experience and I have the “thank yous” to prove it.

In the television show The Apprentice, Donald Trump makes fir-
ing look easy. It may be reality television but there is nothing real 
about his terminations, as these people will likely go on to achieve 
fame and fortune. In most cases, all your employees will receive is an 
unemployment check. So for those of us who live in the real world, here 
are timeless tips to help you smoothly transition employees out of the 
boardroom, or wherever they may reside in your organization.

1.	 R-E-S-P-E-C-T
Living legend Aretha Franklin made this word famous when 
she sang about it in the summer of 1967, and it still rings true. 
Being terminated can be as stressful as a death in the family or a 
divorce. Recognize that this will be an extremely difficult moment 
for the employee and do your best to be respectful.
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2.	 Avoid surprises
As we mentioned earlier, an employee’s termination should not 
come as a surprise to the employee. If you believe this will be the 
case, retrace your steps. A more direct conversation may be your 
next step, before you move to terminate the person.

When communicating your final warning to the employee, 
be direct. Let the employee know that if she is unable to turn 
her performance around within a specified amount of time, her 
employment will be terminated. Resist the temptation to sugar 
coat your message or you will leave a bad taste in the employee’s 
mouth come termination time.

3.	 Be prepared
It’s easy to get pulled off course when terminating an employee. 
Plan what you are going to say and do your best to stick with your 
script. You don’t know where this situation will wind up and you 
certainly don’t want to explain to your company’s labor attorney 
how you told this employee he was one of your stronger players, 
while simultaneously firing him. This move might have increased 
Donald Trump’s ratings, but it certainly won’t do much to boost 
your career.

4.	 Focus on performance
So often, we can’t exactly place a finger on what exactly is going 
wrong with a troubled employee, so we credit what we have 
observed to a poor attitude. But experienced managers know they 
could find themselves on Court TV if they fire based on attitude 
rather than performance.

Focus your discussion on performance-related issues. For 
example, rather than telling an employee that you are firing her 
because she has a poor attitude, cite specific examples of how her 
actions have negatively impacted her ability to achieve agreed-
upon goals.

5.	 Document, document, document
We’ve already discussed why it’s important to document perfor-
mance-related conversations when managing performance. It’s 
equally important to write up the details of the final conversation 
while it is still fresh in your mind.

As a manager, you are responsible for protecting the com-
pany. Good documentation could be the difference between win-
ning a lawsuit and giving away last year’s profits, including your 
potential bonus, to the disgruntled terminated employee.
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6.	 The facts ma’am, just the facts
A common mistake made by managers who are conducting ter-
minations is to go back through the entire work history to explain 
why someone is being let go. This is extremely painful and unnec-
essary. Your goal is to have the employee leave the conversation 
in one piece, right? Tearing the person apart, limb-by-limb, does 
nothing but destroy the ego. Besides, at this point, there is nothing 
the employee can do to change the situation.

Keep the conversation brief. Let the employee know why he 
is being let go, when his last day will be, and any other infor-
mation he may need as he leaves the firm. This may include 
information about unemployment benefits (information you 
may be required to provide, depending on the state where your 
company is located), health insurance information, if applicable, 
and details about any other services, such as outplacement, that 
he may be entitled to.

Allow the employee time to process what you have said. If 
he keeps asking for feedback, politely tell him that you are not 
going to go through the entire file again, as you’ve had these 
discussions. Then steer the conversation back on course so you 
can complete the process.

7.	 It’s not about winning
In The Apprentice, it was all about winning, but unless your orga-
nization is part of a reality TV show, this should not be your 
ultimate goal. Your objective is to transition the employee out 
of the organization with as little fanfare as possible. This can be 
accomplished when you shift the power back to the employee. 
You do this by giving the employee a choice. You might be champ-
ing at the bit to say, “You’re fired!,” but it’s a heck of a lot easier 
to have an employee say, “I quit,” not to mention much cleaner 
from a legal perspective.

If possible, offer the employee an opportunity to resign. This 
allows the person to retain her dignity. She leaves the organiza-
tion on what many will believe are her own terms, while you 
happily return to your office. If you remember that this is about 
respect—not winning—you will have employees thanking you on 
the way out. Just like on The Apprentice!
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When There Is More than One 
Victim: Handling Layoffs

You would think that by now companies would be really good at con-
ducting layoffs, given all the staff reductions we’ve seen over the past 
several years. Unfortunately, most have not improved. Following are 
a few examples of the practices I’ve seen lately.

According to a report in the local paper, employees at a manu-
facturing plant were told to report to a mandatory meeting. At the 
meeting, they all received envelopes and were instructed to open them 
at home. Some opened them in the parking lot and discovered they 
had been laid off, while others found out they were spared. All of these 
employees were originally told their jobs were safe, and that their hours 
would just be cut back.

In a similar move at another company, employees were called 
into a conference room and given assigned seats. They were told that 
when the boss gives the signal, they were to remove the sealed enve-
lopes under their chairs and open them. You guessed it. These enve-
lopes contained people’s layoff notices.

Treating layoffs as if they were a game is unconscionable, and I 
hope you will never be asked to participate in such a charade. I bring 
these situations to your attention to point out that, as today’s leaders, 
you can do things differently. Here’s how:

Eliminate the words “there will be no layoffs” from your vocab-
ulary—You can’t possibly know this unless you have a crystal ball. 
Case in point: no one could have predicted the events that took place 
on 9-11, which had both an emotional and an economic impact on 
people across the globe. Revenues in the travel industry immediately 
spiraled downward as people stopped flying. The ripple effect was soon 
felt by businesses that served or were affiliated with the travel industry. 
Companies that never thought they would have to let people go had 
no choice but to either lay people off or close shop.

Leave the cow herding to the cowboys—It may be easier for you to 
herd people into a conference room and release them in one swoop, 
but is this what’s best for those who have dedicated their working lives 
to you and the organization? Your people deserve better than that. 
Here’s where the golden rule of treating people like you would like to 
be treated comes into play.
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If you are required to lay off more than one person, set aside time to 
meet individually with each employee in a private office. Give employ-
ees ample time to ask questions and to compose themselves before 
escorting them from the room.

Ease the transition—Job hunting has changed dramatically over the 
past several years. Networking is no longer about who you know. It’s 
now all about who you’re connected with on social networks. If you 
are letting an employee go purely for economic reasons, then do what 
you can to ease the transition. Agree to serve as a reference, if your 
company does not have a policy against providing references. Tell the 
employee you will gladly accept an invitation on LinkedIn to connect 
and suggest the employee let you know if there are any specific con-
nections he would like you to contact on his behalf.

Taking Care of the Survivors

During these tumultuous times, it’s easy to forget about the survivors. 
These are the people who are “lucky” to still be employed. If you think 
people are going to put their heads down and continue to work really 
hard when those around them are being laid off, think again. This is 
an extremely stressful time for everyone, including those who are still 
employed. Each survivor is wondering what will happen next. Will 
there be more layoffs? Is her job in jeopardy? How did the company 
treat her peers who were just let go? (Employees want to know this, in 
case they are let go.) Who is going to do all this extra work? You need 
to be prepared to answer these questions.

As we discussed earlier, do not promise people there will be no 
more layoffs. However, you can say that to the best of your knowledge 
there are no plans (that is, if there are none) for future reductions. Find 
out what, if anything, the company has done to help those who have 
been let go. This way, you’ll be able to tell those who ask that people 
were offered a separation package and provide an overview of what 
the package likely entailed (for example, severance, extension of their 
health benefits, or outplacement services).

Any time an employee is let go, it’s best to immediately assemble 
team members before rumors start flying. You are going to be asked 
why someone was let go, so you need to be prepared to answer this 
question. If it’s a matter of economics, then it’s fine to tell people cuts 
had to be made in order to ensure the company would weather the 
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economic storm. But what if the termination was due to performance-
related issues or, even worse, illegal conduct such as employee embez-
zlement or sexual harassment?

Here is how I suggest you respond if poor performance or wrong-
doing is the reason for termination: “I’m not at liberty to discuss the 
details with you, but I wanted you to know that as of this afternoon, 
Diane Smith is no longer with the company. I am not going to provide 
you with any specifics, out of respect for Diane and her right to privacy. 
If you have specific questions as to how this change will impact your 
work, then set up a time to see me this week so we can discuss this. So, 
let’s talk about how we will move forward so that nothing falls through 
the cracks.”

Terminating people will get easier with practice. But the truth 
is, the day it becomes too easy is the day you should look for a new 
career.

KEY LEARNING POINTS

•	 Letting an employee go is never easy, and the way you do it 
can have a lasting impact on both the employee and the sur-
vivors (those employees who remain with the organization). 
Approaching the situation in a respectful manner will minimize 
the damage and disruption that is often associated with employee 
terminations.

•	 The first time an employee hears there are issues with her perfor-
mance should not be when you are terminating her employment. 
As a manager, you should be continuously coaching employ-
ees, particularly those who may be struggling with their perfor-
mance.

•	 Document all conversations and observations regarding an 
employee’s performance so you are able to proceed directly to 
termination, should the situation warrant. Failure to do this may 
result in you having to delay action, which could be detrimental 
to your career.

•	 When writing employee documentation, write up the details while 
the information is fresh in your mind. Include dates, times, and 
specifics regarding observed and measurable behavior. If appro-
priate, ask the employee to sign off on what has been written to 
increase his level of commitment.
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•	 Layoffs have become more prevalent over the past several years. 
While it’s never easy to terminate people who have been doing 
a good job, sometimes it is necessary. Regardless of how many 
people you must release from your department, treat each person 
as an individual. Do your best to help them smoothly transition 
to their next opportunity.

•	 Take care of the survivors. These are the people you will need to 
pick up the slack. Keep them informed so they don’t wind up rely-
ing on the rumor mill to provide them with information, which 
may be inaccurate.

•	 There are ways to conduct employee terminations that leave the 
employee’s heart intact. You do this by being respectful, avoiding 
surprises, being fully prepared for the conversation, and, when-
ever possible, allowing the employee to exit on her own terms.
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A P P E N D I X

Sample Job 
Description

Position: Executive Assistant
Reports to: Principals of the firm
Date Job Description Last Updated: January 20, 2009

Position Overview:

Under direct supervision, will provide executive administrative and sec-
retarial support to the Principals to help ensure the smooth operation 
of the business. Responsibilities include establishing and maintaining 
administrative operating procedures; preparing presentations, propos-
als, and reports; coordinating and maintaining contracts; maintain-
ing client relations; screening calls; and making travel and meeting 
arrangements.

Requires exceptional computer and Internet research skills. Also calls 
for flexibility, the ability to multitask in a fast-paced environment, 
excellent interpersonal skills, project coordination experience, and the 
ability to work well with all levels of internal management and staff, as 
well as outside clients and vendors. Must maintain strict confidentiality 
of all client, employee, and organizational information.

Duties and Responsibilities:

Responsible for general secretarial and administrative support. 
This includes: scheduling, correspondence, handling messages, and fol-
lowing up on behalf of Principals, proposals, presentations, contracts, 
and budgets. Duties also include answering all phone calls, greeting 
clients, sorting mail, and filing of firm documents. Participates in Prin-
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cipals’ weekly planning meeting to review organizational calendars 
and priorities, and coordinates activities.

Assists with marketing and client relations. Develops and maintains 
marketing, advertising, and presentation materials. Participates in cli-
ent intake, introductory materials, and manages lead tracing follow-up 
system. Assists in the preparation of proposals for prospective clients.

Provides client production support to project Principals. Works with 
project Principals to provide direct project support, including client 
meeting agendas, client meeting follow-ups, direct client communica-
tions, architecture and construction contracts, and contract files. Keeps 
Principals updated on client requests or problems in their absence. 
Researches problems and follows up with clients upon Principal’s 
request.

Facilitates contracts. Works with Principals and Project Managers to 
prepare and review work plans, contracts, contract files, contract check-
lists, and procedures. Maintains contract files in accordance with firm’s 
contract procedures.

Coordinates travel arrangements. Responsible for ensuring that all 
travel arrangements have been made with the outside travel agency. 
Follows up with agency when changes are necessary.

Prepares expense reports. Handles supervisor’s receipts and completes 
expense report forms.

Provides support to other departments upon request.

Other duties as assigned.

Qualifications:

High school degree or equivalent and 5–7 years of secretarial and 
administrative experience required. Must be web savvy and proficient 
in Microsoft Word and Excel. Experience using database software a 
plus. Outstanding written and spoken communications skills required. 
Must be a self-starter who possesses strong interpersonal skills and 
works well under pressure. Must be highly organized, flexible, and 
comfortable dealing with numbers and confidential information.
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Now that you’ve reviewed and practiced what you must do 
in order to effectively Manage DOWN, flip the book over 
and review what you must do to continue to successfully 
Manage UP.
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